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This dissertation investigates the imagination of the Jewish table in German and 
German-Jewish letters. Examining ethnographic, iconographic and literary depictions of 
the Jewish table from the sixteenth to the early twentieth century, I argue for its 
significance as a key site in the German imagination of the Jews, a locus of fantasies 
regarding the nature of Jewish religious practice, social community and corporeal 
difference. The work of the dissertation proceeds in two stages. First, I identify a wealth 
of fantasies concerning the alimentary behavior of the Jews that have existed in German 
letters since at least the early sixteenth century. Then, I argue that these various myths of 
Jewish eating and drinking persisted well into the modern period, experiencing a covert 
afterlife in literary texts from the late eighteenth to the early twentieth century. Two 
broader conceptual aims of the dissertation are to argue for the significance of the table 
motif in the social, religious and aesthetic contexts and to draw attention to the typically 
neglected topic of food themes in literature. 
The dissertation begins with a study of the Jewish table as it was imagined in 
polemical ethnographies of the Jews written in the German language from the early 
sixteenth to the mid eighteenth century. Based on my reading of these sources, I identity 
four main features to the imagination of the Jewish table in the early modern period. Jews 
supposedly refuse to eat with Christians out of hatred and fear of fraternization with 
them. They exhibit immoderate behavior at table and lack a proper code of alimentary 
ethics. They eat copious amounts of garlic and exude a foul stench, the foetor judaicus, as 
a result. Most damningly, they consume the blood of innocent Christian children in their 
Passover Seder meals. Against this background I turn my attention to the modern period 
and show how literary (con)texts become the medium in which authors—Jews and non-
Jews alike—receive and reinterpret these myths of the Jewish table. In Chapter 2, I 
analyze two distinctive table cultures of the turn of the nineteenth century, the Jewish 
salon and the Christian-German Table Society, and argue that participants used the idea 
of table fellowship as a microcosm for imagining Jewish-German social relations at large. 
In Chapter 3, I juxtapose Heinrich Heine’s defiant materialist stance and cryptic 
celebration of Jewish cuisine in Der Rabbi von Bacherach with Wilhelm Raabe’s 
evocation of Jewish appetite in Der Hungerpastor. Chapter 4 focuses on the resurgence 
of the blood libel at the turn of the twentieth century. I analyze a trio of German and 
German-Jewish fictions from the fin de siècle that feature the fantasy space of the Jewish 
table and in some cases invoke the myth of ritual murder, including Arnold Zweig’s 
Ritualmord in Ungarn, Theodor Herzl’s Altneuland and Thomas Mann’s Wälsungenblut.  
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In the spring of 1882, a young woman named Eszter Solymosi went missing in the 
Hungarian village of Tiszaeszlár. In the wake of her disappearance, suspicion fell on the 
local Jewish community and the charge of ritual murder was raised. With Eszter’s 
disappearance falling so close to Passover, the allegation had special resonance: for 
centuries, European Jews had been accused of murdering Christian children and 
consuming their blood in the matzos of their Seder meals. Arnold Zweig’s dramatization 
of the affair, Ritualmord in Ungarn (1914), hews closely to the facts of the case—the 
arrest of the synagogue sexton Jószef Scharf, the interrogation of Jószef’s son Móric, and 
Móric’s coerced statement of his elder’s commission of the crime. Testifying at trial, 
Móric (Moritz in Zweig’s Germanized version) explains how he witnessed the crime 
through a keyhole in the synagogue door: “Ich will zuschaun und sehe durchs 
Schlüsselloch. Was war? Die Esther liegt auf einem roten Tisch und der Vorsteher sagt 
einen Segen über sie und die anderen sagen Amen.”1 Upon further questioning regarding 
the color of the table, Moritz replies: “Rot doch, weil es ja ein Bluttisch war. Dann 
schneidet der Schächter ihr mit dem großen Kälbermesser den Hals durch und die 
Anderen fangen das Blut in großen silbernen Schalen auf” (80). 
 Eight years prior to the publication of Ritualmord in Ungarn, Thomas Mann 
composed Wälsungenblut, a novella depicting a case of twin incest in an affluent 
German-Jewish family. Whereas Zweig had based his play on public records, Mann’s 
sources of inspiration can only be presumed: he was, after all, married to a woman who 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




had grown up as a twin in a wealthy German Jewish family. The shocking conclusion of 
the novella—the consummation of the twins’ incestuous love—finds a counterweight in 
the comparatively tame episode with which the story commences. After a servant rings a 
gong, the Aarenhold family sits down to a midday meal. No detail goes unnoticed in the 
description of the scene: “Sie setzten sich, entfalteten die steifen Servietten…Auf dem 
starken, blitzend weißen und schaf gebügelten Damast stand bei jedem Besteck ein 
Spitzglas mit zwei Orchideen…Es gab Fleischbrühe mit Rindermark, Sole au vin blanc, 
Fasan und Ananas. Nichts weiter. Es war ein Familienfrühstuck.”2 Despite the narrator’s 
laconic, perhaps ironic ‘nichts weiter,’ however, this is no typical meal, and the 
Aarenhold family is anything but ordinary, as the narrative goes on to confirm.  
 The scenes from Ritualmord in Ungarn and Wälsungenblut resemble each other 
in at least two respects. First, they are table scenes, and Jewish table scenes more 
specifically. To be sure, the items on the table are different. Lunch in the Aarenhold 
household includes offerings of pheasant and sole. When the Jews of Tiszaeszlár gather 
around their communal table, it is a naked young woman who rests atop it. Yet informing 
both Zweig’s blood-soaked table and Mann’s starched white damask is a fantasy of 
Jewish primitivism at table, a suspicion suggested by the outright allegation of ritual 
murder in the former text and by a covert allusion to the blood libel in the latter. Second, 
both scenes are framed as moments of voyeurism in which Christians are afforded 
privileged glimpses into Jewish table spaces. Moritz Scharf tells a captivated audience of 
Hungarian peasants what he saw his father doing upon the table of the synagogue. 
Mann’s third-person narrator observes the Aarenholds in their dining room with a 
detached gaze, one that Mann might well have assumed himself when he crossed the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




threshold of a Jewish home to marry one of its daughters. And indeed, the ethnographic 
work conducted via Scharf’s Schlüsselloch and in Mann’s Schlüsselerzählung yields 
remarkable results, confirming the gentile hunch that at the site of the Jewish table, 
events take place that flights of only the wildest imagination could dream up. 
 The present study investigates the imagination of the Jewish table in German 
letters. I examine ethnographic, iconographic and literary depictions of the Jewish table 
from the sixteenth to the early twentieth century, arguing for its significance as a key site 
in the German imagination of the Jews, a locus of fantasies regarding the nature of Jewish 
religious practice, social community, and corporeal difference. My project is motivated 
by a number of questions and problems. First among these is the issue of genealogy. 
What is the provenance of certain popular negative myths of the Jewish table in Christian 
eyes? How far back can these images be traced? Then, there is the matter of the 
development of these themes over time. What transformations and permutations does the 
imagination of the Jewish table undergo over the course of the centuries? My interest 
here lies in exploring not only whether certain themes endure, but more importantly in 
what form. To what historical pressures are these imaginings subjected, and by what 
intellectual discourses are they suppressed or alternately encouraged? Additionally, I 
consider questions of circulation, or the exchange of ideas between Jewish and Christian 
contexts. While I begin the project by asking how Christians imagined their Jewish 
neighbors at table, I go on to ask how Jews writing in German or otherwise participating 
in German culture confronted and responded to these fantasies in their own distinctive 
fashion. Finally, I pose a number of questions regarding medium. What are the textual 




for the articulation of these myths change over time? I will argue that fictional texts 
constituted the primary medium in which authors engaged with these themes in the 
modern period, but this raises a question: why does literature become the key site for the 
expression of these imaginations from the late eighteenth to the early twentieth century? 
An interest in Jewish dietary practice and table custom has existed since antiquity. 
In the Greek and Roman era, general misgivings about the Jewish table can be identified 
in allegations of the Jews’ ill will towards gentiles based on their refusal to share meals 
with them; in scattered references to a ‘Jewish stench’ caused by the alleged Jewish 
fondness for garlic; and in bemusement and disdain for Jewish dietary laws, in particular 
the abstention from pig. Already in the first century C.E., Roman sources drew on the 
absence of pig from the Jewish diet to construct identities and posit differences between 
Jews and gentiles, invoking alimentary themes to create a boundary line between Roman 
self and Jewish other.3 By the medieval period, the charge of ritual murder had been 
added to the storehouse of popular legends revolving around the Jewish table. Here too a 
circulation of alimentary themes between Jews and Christians may be observed: for the 
blood libel invoked an implicit comparison between alleged Jewish practices of blood 
consumption at Passover and Christian Eucharistic practice, which possesses some 
uncomfortably cannibalistic dimensions of its own.4   
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 See Jordan D. Rosenblum, “Why Do You Refuse to Eat Pork? Jews, Food, and Identity in Roman 
Palestine,” The Jewish Quarterly Review 100.1 (2010), 95-110. Rosenblum points out that the reverse was 
also true: rabbinic sources from the period established a metonymic identification of pig and Rome, or 
between the consumption of pig and the submission to foreign rule.  
	  
4 In his psychoanalytic approach to the blood libel, Alan Dundes argues that the charge reflects a projection 
of Christian guilt over the cannibalistic aspects of Eucharist practice onto a Jewish foil. See Alan Dundes, 
“The Ritual Murder or Blood Libel Legend: A Study of Anti-Semitic Victimization through Projective 
Inversion,” The Blood Libel Legend: A Casebook in Anti-Semitic Folklore, ed. Alan Dundes (Madison: 





While acknowledging the long historical trajectory of these perceptions and the 
widespread use of food images in the construction of Jewish and Christian identity from 
antiquity up through contemporary times, I also recognize the importance of narrowing 
my scope and situating my investigations in a specific historical, temporal and 
geographical framework. Thus the project begins in medias res, with an examination of 
the Jewish table as it was imagined in polemical ethnographic texts on the Jews written in 
German from the early sixteenth to mid eighteenth century. These volumes are of special 
interest because they capture a sense of transition between medieval and modern ways of 
thinking about the Jews. The manuscripts I consider take recourse to arguments of both a 
theological-religious and a social-secular nature in their examinations of Jewish 
alimentary practice. They combine a paradoxical blend of sober ethnographic observation 
and virulent anti-Jewish sentiment, of scholarly convention and blatant falsehoods. The 
result is that while many texts reject some particularly outlandish claims about the Jewish 
table, they still contain rich imaginations regarding the space as a privileged site for 
anxieties about contact between Jews and Christians.  
 Against this background I turn my attention to the modern period and to German 
literature. The dual move I make from the early modern to the modern context and from 
factual to fictional text requires explanation. My basic contention is that certain 
intellectual discourses and historical developments changed both the imaginary and 
actual landscape of the Jewish table in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. As early as 
the Protestant Reformation, prominent reformers began to cast the blood libel as a 






Catholic superstition and to pose questions as to its veracity.5 Ritual murder charges 
began to decline in Germany after the sixteenth century and witnessed an even steeper 
drop from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century as the blood libel fell further out of 
favor in learned elite circles.6 The relative disrepute in which the blood libel stood in this 
period can also be attributed to the influence of the heralded Enlightenment values of 
reason and rationality, which could not easily condone the fantastical, superstition-based 
accusations of ritual murder. Perhaps even more significantly, however, the phenomenon 
of Jewish assimilation transformed the character of the Jewish table starting in the final 
decades of the eighteenth century. A change in eating habits accompanied the Jewish 
exodus out of the ghetto; as the nineteenth century progressed, German Jews became less 
likely to keep kosher and more likely to model their eating patterns on bourgeois rather 
than specifically Jewish codes of table conduct.7 They also became more inclined to share 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 See for example R. Po-Chia Hsia’s discussion of Andreas Osiander’s refutation of Jewish ritual murder. 
R. Po-Chia Hsia, The Myth of Ritual Murder: Jews and Magic in Reformation Germany (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1988), 136-143. 
 
6 Hsia 3-5. 
	  
7 Memoirs from the period provide evidence of the increasing abandonment of the dietary laws by Jews 
living especially in urban centers such as Berlin. For one example see the memoirs of Jacob Adam in 
Monika Richarz, Jüdisches Leben in Deutschland: Selbstzeugnisse zur Sozialgeschichte, 1780-1871 (New 
York: Leo Baeck, 1976), 118. German-Jewish cookbooks also provide insight into the embourgeoisement 
of the Jewish table in the nineteenth century. Two good examples of the growing aspiration to refinement 
and elegance may be found in Rebekka Wolf, Kochbuch für israelitische Frauen, enthaltend die 
verschiedensten Koch- und Backarten so wie einer genauen Anweisung zur Einrichtung und Führung einer 
religiös-jüdischen Haushaltung (Berlin: Im Bureau für Literatur und Kunst, 1851) and in Rebekka Hertz, 
Israelitisches Kochbuch (Berlin: Lamm, 1890). For a historical treatment of this phenomenon, see Barbara 
Kirschenblatt-Gimblett, “Kitchen Judaism,” in Getting Comfortable in New York: The American Jewish 
Home, 1880-1950, eds. Susan L. Braunstein and Jenna Weisman Joselit (New York: The Jewish Museum, 





meals with gentiles, with new patterns of sociability making the presence of a Christian at 
a Jewish table and vice versa an increasingly more common affair.8  
 These intellectual and social developments notwithstanding, certain popular 
myths of the Jewish table did not however die out in the modern era. Rather, I argue that 
they resurfaced in the literary works of the period. Perhaps appropriately so, fiction 
became the primary site for the articulation of fictions regarding the Jewish table in the 
long nineteenth century. Literature provided a medium wherein categories of Jewish 
difference could be reinstantiated in the era of assimilation and acculturation. When 
confronted with the social reality of an assimilated German Jewry enjoying normal, 
ordinary mealtimes, the contents of which differed from the gentile diet in no apparent 
way, poets and writers reproduced such scenes in literature in order to question them, 
interrogating the success of Jewish acculturation and positing the continued existence of 
Jewish otherness. Literature also provided a medium in which Jewish writers as well 
could respond to these constructions of Jewish otherness, either by intervening, 
subverting or in some cases further relaying these myths of Jewish eating. Thus the 
imagination of the Jewish table was situated in the realm of aesthetic representation in the 
modern period—until as early as the turn of the twentieth century and then in the era of 
National Socialism, when accusations of ritual murder and related charges of Jewish 
alimentary and sexual misconduct sprung the boundaries of literature and reentered both 
popular and (pseudo) scholarly and scientific discourses. 
 In iconography of the modern period as well, the motif of the Jewish table served 
as a key site of representation for mocking the assimilatory achievements of 
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contemporary German Jews. Food themes have long featured in satirical anti-Jewish 
images. The most outstanding instance of this is the Judensau, an iconographic motif that 
appeared as early as the thirteenth century and became “the symbol par excellence of 
perverted Judaism and Jews” by the late Middle Ages.9 Depicting the Jew either riding on 
top of a pig, nursing from a sow or consuming the excremental waste of the animal, the 
motif of the Judensau derived its potency not merely from the sheer obscenity of the 
image but rather from the specific recourse it took to the facts of Jewish dietary practice. 
In positing an intimate relationship between the Jews and an animal whose consumption 
was strictly forbidden to them by the laws of kashrut, the motif marshaled the details of 
the Jewish diet for polemic use. This use of food images as a polemic strategy of 
debasement and degradation persisted in modern iconography of the Jews. Thus a 
number of caricatures of Jewish assimilation from the nineteenth century satirized new 
practices of pork consumption as a risible and clumsy attempt on the part of modernizing 
Jews to adopt the norms of German food culture (Figure 1). As in the case of literature, 
here too iconography served as a medium for positing categories of Jewish difference in 
the face of apparent assimilation.  
The remainder of this introduction is devoted to the articulation of the broader 
arguments that underlie my choice of focus on the Jewish table on the one hand, and the 
representation of food in literature on the other. First, I motivate my selection of the 
Jewish table as an important site in German letters via a broader consideration of the 
significance of the table in the social and religious realm. Then, I ask what can be gained 
by training a focus on food and meal scenes in literature. Positing a structurally complex 
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relationship between the acts of eating, sex and speech, I argue that scenes of Jewish 
eating open important inroads into the study of constructions of Jewish sexuality and 
Jewish language in German literature of the modern period. I conclude by providing an 
overview of the individual chapters and by saying a few words about the comparative 
approach I employ throughout the study.  
 
Figure 1: “Amancibation.” Source: Eduard Fuchs, Die Juden in Der Karikatur: Ein Beitrag Zur 
Kulturgeschichte (München: Langen, 1921). The caricature depicts a Jew entering his home to find his wife 
and family consuming a pig. The caption reads as follows: “Schmul (eintretend): Sarche, mei du est Trefe?! 
Sarche: Nu, wast net, daß mer amanasibirt sein unter uns. Schmul: Amanasibirt! O weih geschrie a bis’s 
kan Perrück mehr giebt.” (Schmul: “Sarche [diminutive for Sarah], you’re eating treif [non-kosher food]? 
Sarah: Nu, why not! We’re emancipated, aren’t we? Schmul: What’s next? Taking off your wig?!”) 
 
  
Why The Table? 
The Table as Community 
 Table fellowship expresses community. The statement can be understood in both 
a literal and figurative sense. Those individuals who take their seats at a table and partake 




Lectures on the Religion of the Semites (1899), the renowned Old Testament scholar 
William Robertson Smith called those who share a meal ‘commensals’, united by the act 
of drinking and eating together in a relationship that has its closest parallel in kinship: 
“commensality can be thought of (1) as confirming or even (2) as constituting kinship in 
a very real sense.”10 The distinction is an important one. When members of a family eat 
together, their commensality serves to confirm and even strengthen the familial bond. But 
the consumption of a shared meal may also constitute or create kinship, if not of blood 
relation than of shared substance. If the act of food incorporation is a basis of individual 
identity, as Claude Fischler has reasoned, then the collective act of incorporation may be 
understood by extension as a basis of communal identity: “Thus, not only does the eater 
incorporate the properties of food, but, symmetrically, it can be said that the absorption of 
a food incorporates the eater into a culinary system and therefore into the group which 
practises it.”11 Table fellowship thus embodies community with a materialist “you are 
what you eat” logic that identifies not only the eater with the food eaten but also all the 
partakers in a shared meal with one another.  
 The kind of community that table fellowship establishes must not only be 
conceived in a finite sense, however. An actual table with physical dimensions of length 
and width can only fit so many people. An imagined table, in contrast, may seat as many 
commensals as the creative mind wishes to include. Thus the table may serve as both a 
metaphor and a metonymy for the imagined community. The phrase calls the work of 
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11 Claude Fischler, “Food, self and identity,” Social Science Information 27 (1988), 280-1. Fischler points 
out that members of different nations frequently call each other by the foods they imagine them to eat: the 





Benedict Anderson to mind. In his study of nationalism, Anderson defined the nation as 
an “imagined political community” and elaborated: “It is imagined because the members 
of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members…yet in the 
minds of each lives the image of their communion.”12 Anderson’s emphasis on the 
imaginary nature of community suggests that individuals need symbols to envision the 
relationship in which they stand to strangers within their own community. If the national 
community (or the religious or social community) is in effect a fiction, then it becomes 
clear that fictional motifs can serve as the means by which the community is imagined. 
The image of the table provides one such motif. Because the real site of the table 
expresses a sense of collective belonging in definite, countable terms, it can serve as a 
powerful image for expressing community in larger, imaginative forms.13  
If the table’s edge can be construed as a social border delineating a community, 
however, it does so by means of both inclusion and exclusion.14 That is to say, the table 
expresses community both by conferring internal cohesion on a group and by creating 
external difference from others. It is not only that those who eat together confirm their 
membership in a given community, but also that those who do not remain strangers or 
even enemies to each other. Robertson Smith wrote of the “mutual social obligations” 
that hospitality rites imposed among certain Arab tribes, where the act of commensality 
signified a contract of alliance and the refusal to participate was tantamount to a rejection 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London, New York: Verso, 2006), 6. Emphasis Anderson. 
 
13 To mention just one outstanding example of this, the motif of “the Lord’s Table” serves as a crucial 
means for imagining Christian community, finding seats as it does for all those who identify as Christians 
and affirming membership in that community via the incorporation of the Eucharist.  
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of friendship and/or peace.15 In the modern context, the stakes of hospitality are perhaps 
not as high, but it is important to note nonetheless that food preparation and consumption 
constitute a set of daily practices that not only structure the life of a family or community 
but also serve to differentiate between families and communities. As such, the borders of 
the table actually always create two communities: those who partake, and those who do 
not. 
 In the Jewish context, the table has long functioned as a way for Jews to confirm 
and maintain a sense of internal community as well as a means to regulate social relations 
between Jewish and gentile communities. Whether by intent or not, the laws of kashrut 
create social separation between Jews and non-Jews, and restrictions on commensality 
and intermarriage have functioned analogously throughout the ages to enable the Jews to 
perpetuate themselves as a distinctive community in the Diaspora. The rationale of 
Jewish dietary practice and its evolution over time is not, however, the subject of the 
present study. It is rather the perception of the Jewish table that constitutes the focus of 
my interest—specifically, the way in which the table has served as a means for non-Jews 
to imagine the nature of Jewish community. Again and again in the German context, 
voices can be heard that cite Jewish commensality restrictions as proof of the alleged 
Jewish separatist stance and hatred for other nations. Thus the seemingly insignificant, 
trivial issue of dietary practice becomes key evidence for the most basic tenet of anti-
Semitic thought—hostility to the Jews for considering themselves to be a nation apart, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15 “Among the Arabs every stranger whom one meets in the desert is a natural enemy, and has no protection 
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But if I have eaten the smallest morsel of food with a man, I have nothing further to fear from him; ‘there is 
salt between us,’ and he is bound not only to do me no harm, but to help and defend me as if I were his 





selected by God from the rest of humankind. As a metonymy for the chosen people, the 
Jewish table thus becomes a crucial site in the German context for interrogations of the 
nature of Jewish community and social attitudes towards non-Jews. 
 
The Table as Altar 
 To the casual observer, religious traditions of sacrifice and the everyday matter of 
food consumption might appear to have little in common. In the history of religion and 
culture, however, the two practices are inextricably linked. In his study of early Semitic 
religion, Robertson Smith highlighted the event of the sacrificial meal, which established 
unity between fellow worshippers and their god via the act of commensality—i.e. the 
mutual consumption of the animal sacrifice.16 Subsequent accounts of sacrifice have 
challenged this model, arguing that the key action of sacrifice is not communion but 
rather oblation—i.e. the making of an offering. Even in this model, however, eating still 
plays a critical role, as it is typically food that constitutes the offering.17 Evidence for the 
interrelationship of culinary and sacrificial practice exists from the most disparate 
historical contexts: the Roman practice of concluding sacrificial rites with a banquet;18 
the correspondence between practices of ritual slaughter and ritual sacrifice in religious 
traditions such as Judaism; and the Christian Sacrament of the Eucharist, which 
commemorates Jesus’ self-sacrifice in the practice of bread and wine consumption. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16 See Robertson Smith, Lecture VIII (“The Original Significance of Animal Sacrifice”). Note that it was 
Robertson Smith’s account of commensality in the sacrificial meal that inspired Freud’s theory of the totem 
meal in Totem and Taboo. 
 
17 On food as offering, see Marcel Detienne, “Culinary Practices and the Spirit of Sacrifice,” in The Cuisine 
of Sacrifice among the Greeks, eds. Marcel Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press), 1989, 1-21. 
 





 The equation may be extended: if food offerings and sacrificial offerings share an 
intimate likeness, we should also expect a positive correspondence between the 
respective sites of these offerings. An important albeit problematic relationship exists 
between table and altar—problematic because to posit an analogy between a 
sacred/religious and profane/domestic space is to equate two realms that appear to be 
antithetical. It is uncomfortable to think of the culinary practices that we conduct on an 
everyday basis in conjunction with archaic traditions of sacrificial killing. The analogy is 
further complicated by the issue of blood. Earlier forms of sacrifice required above all the 
presence of blood on the altar, for blood was the substance considered most efficacious in 
seeking salvation.19 At the kitchen table, in contrast, it is fair to say that the absence of 
blood is a distinct cultural and/or religious preference, most notably in the Jewish 
tradition which strictly prohibits the consumption of blood. Culturally speaking, the 
consumption of blood in its natural state is generally regarded as an odious act in Western 
culture and a culinary limit marking the distance between primitive and civilized man. 
 In the Jewish context, the relationship that exists between table and altar may be 
characterized as genealogical in nature. Practices of sacrifice existed in the ancient 
religion of the Israelites but ceased after the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem in 70 
C.E. and the obliteration of the altar, the sanctioned site of sacrifice in ancient Israelite 
tradition. The loss of the Temple led to the search for spaces that could serve as new sites 
of the sacred in the post-Temple age. The table became one such site and was 
metonymically associated with the former altar, an identification to which a Talmudic 
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verse attests: “Rabbi Yochanan and Rabbi Eleazar both explain that as long as the 
Temple stood, the altar atoned for Israel. But now a man’s table atones for him.”20 By 
positing a then/now, before/after relationship between altar and table, the verse construes 
the former as the clear historical antecedent of the latter.  
 Jewish table practice expresses this analogy of table and altar in a number of 
ways, from the blessings said over the meal that sanctify the space to the requirement that 
salt be on the table—a memory of sacrificial practices of sprinkling salt on the altar. 
Ultimately, however, it is not the relationship posited in the internal Jewish tradition 
between table and altar that constitutes the focus of this study but rather the Christian 
confusion of this symbolic association. This misapprehension can be summarized as 
follows: at least as early as the sixteenth century sources I consider, authors allege 
continued practices of ritual sacrifice in the Judaism of their time, despite all factual 
attestations to the contrary. Now, however, they imagine Jewish sacrificial practice to 
take place not at the altar (which no longer stands) but rather at the Jewish table—the 
alleged site of ritual sacrifice in contemporary Judaism.  
 It is this analogical confusion that sheds light on why the blood libel as well as the 
other great anti-Jewish calumny, the host desecration, is so suffused with alimentary 
themes. The classic narrative of ritual murder sets the time of the deed as the Passover 
week and the location of the crime as the table. The method by which the child’s blood is 
attained corresponds to practices of Jewish ritual slaughter that mandate the careful 
drainage and collection of animal blood. In the typical host desecration narrative, in 
contrast, the Jewish torture of the sacrificial host often involves objects normally 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





intended for cooking use, frequently an oven but also a cauldron of boiling water or in 
some cases a frying pan.21 More importantly, the table is the acknowledged site of the 
sacrifice of the host, a fact to which iconographic evidence attests. The iconography of 
both the blood libel and the host desecration “fixes” the table as the site of both alleged 
crimes, although it is not always clear in each case exactly what kind of a surface it is on 
which the Jews sacrifice the Christian child or the Christian host. A depiction of the 1492 
Sternberg host desecration makes the analogical confusion of table and altar startlingly 
vivid (Figure 2). Here the table in question is literally split in half: on the left side, a 
number of Jews stab an innocent host, while on the right side, others sit placidly before 
their mealtime repast.  
 
Figure 2: “Sterneberch.” Depiction of a host desecration. Source: Heinz Schreckenberg, Die Juden in 
Der Kunst Europas  : Ein Historischer Bildatlas (Göttingen; Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1996). 
 
 
 Almost in the manner of a palimpsest, then, the altar lurks beneath or alongside 
the site of the table in imaginary portrayals of this Jewish space. The important 
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conclusion to be derived from this is that literary depictions of the Jewish table can 
contain covert allusions to the sacrificial altar and potential references to alleged Jewish 
practices of blood sacrifice. Thus the depiction of a Passover Seder meal or even an 
innocuous midday lunch can quickly turn into a fantasy of ritual murder. Because of 
these uneasy correspondences, I read the Jewish table as a key site for the imagination of 
ritual murder and related alleged practices of Jewish sacrifice in modern German 
literature. 
 
Why Food?  
Food is not generally regarded as the worthiest of literary subjects. The topic has 
historically been neglected by scholars, who only recently have begun investigating the 
significance of food in the history of culture, society and art. The last decades have 
witnessed an explosion of interest in food studies on the part of the academic community 
and within the field of literary studies. In the German context, substantial inroads have 
already been made into addressing the signifying power of food in literature.22 In 
particular, two promising approaches to the topic inform the present study. First, scholars 
have explored the manifold associations between food and sexuality, charting the ways in 
which food consumption and sexual consumption are analogized in literary texts. This 
analogy is posited largely on the basis of identity. The eating process and the sexual act 
are both coded as material, earthly phenomena and identified when the appetite for food 
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and the appetite for sex are construed in similar terms. This term “appetite” requires some 
consideration. Any attempt to define it would surely begin with the related notion of 
hunger, or the desire for food and drink. It is equally possible, however, to characterize 
any bodily desire in terms of appetite. While the craving for food remains its basic 
meaning, then, the term is an elastic one that easily extends to the notion of sexual desire. 
One might consequently argue, as Plato did in The Republic, that the appetite for food 
serves as a template for all forms of desire: “We can say that the desires form a class, of 
which those we call thirst and hunger are the clearest examples.”23 
In the twentieth century, two important minds expanded on this premise. In Three 
Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), Sigmund Freud analogized the desire for food 
with the desire for sex in the very first sentence of his inquiry: “Die Tatsache 
geschlechtlicher Bedürfnisse bei Mensch und Tier drückt man in der Biologie durch die 
Annahme eines ‘Geschlechtstriebes’ aus. Man folgt dabei der Analogie mit dem Trieb 
nach Nahrungsaufnahme, der Hunger.’”24 Throughout the essays, Freud based his model 
of libido on hunger in various ways, equating the satisfaction of sexual desire with the 
satiation of hunger and arguing that childhood sexual behavior is modeled on the pleasure 
gained from the taking of nourishment. A generation later, Michel Foucault examined the 
problematization of sexuality in antiquity in his volumes on the history of sexuality and 
argued that the Greeks considered alimentary and sexual ethics as virtually the same 
matter: “In the reflection of the Greeks in the classical period, it does seem that the moral 
problematization of food, drink, and sexual activity was carried out in a rather similar 
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manner. Foods, wines, and relations with women and boys constituted analogous ethical 
material.”25 Like Freud, Foucault posited an analogy between the desire for food and the 
desire for sex, finding that both were subjected to the same ethical treatment in antiquity. 
The other promising approach to the study of food in literature also proceeds by 
analogy. There are, namely, clear connections to be drawn between food and language, 
but unlike the structurally simple equation of food and sex, here the analogy is far more 
fraught. On the one hand, there exists an ancient trope by which language and food are 
equated. The roots of this trope lie in the story of the fall of man, where Eve’s 
consumption of the forbidden fruit brings knowledge, albeit at a great price. Everyday 
metaphors testify to the staying power of this association of food and language. To 
“devour a book,” to consider something as “food for thought,” or to digest, regurgitate or 
ruminate over words is to imagine the reception of language as an act of food 
consumption. These sets of metaphors work particularly well, moreover, because the act 
of eating and the act of speaking issue from the same place: the mouth.  
These correspondences notwithstanding, the analogization of food and language is 
not without its difficulties. Indeed, one could argue that the relationship between the two 
is actually organized on the basis of difference. Food and language are structural 
opposites in many ways, evoking other significant binary pairs such as body/spirit, 
material/immaterial, and nature/culture. The terms in each binary have historically related 
to each other in asymmetrical fashion, with the latter terms privileged at the expense of 
the former. Considered from this angle, the equation of food and language—an identity 
of opposites—is an uneasy one indeed, for the analogy equates two realms that are in 
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many respects antithetical. Or as Gerhard Neumann argues in his reading of the fall of 
man, “Dieser Gedanke, daß das Triviale und das Erhabene in ihrem Ursprung verknüpft 
erscheinen, daß die Würde des Gedankens und der Akt der Nahrungsaufnahme 
ursprünglich verklammert sind, ist nicht ohne Peinlichkeit.”26 
Opposed and yet linked, the terms of food and language are estranged, yet there 
exists the possibility of reconciliation. Different cultural models of the meal provide 
examples of both tendencies. The model of the Greek symposium and the Renaissance 
banquet have been adduced as examples of meals that recognize no hierarchy between 
food and words and that offer physical and spiritual nourishment without prioritizing the 
one or the other.27 The model of the Eucharist, in contrast, relies on strategies of both 
estrangement and reconciliation. It does effect a reconciliation of a kind, for Jesus’ 
request to his apostles to eat his body and drink his blood registers on a literal and 
metaphorical level, as an act of eating and a process of understanding. But the 
reconciliation that does occur comes at a price, for Eucharistic logic suggests that food 
can only achieve significance when it transcends its material status to become 
transfigured spirit.28 
In the present study, I make these general insights into the relationship between 
food, language and sex productive by grounding them in the specific German-Jewish 
context. I argue, namely, that Jewish table scenes constitute an important site for the 
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27 See Michel Jeanneret’s poetic formulation in A Feast of Words: Banquets and Table Talk in the 
Renaissance, trans. Jeremy Whiteley and Emma Hughes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 2: 
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constructions of Jewish sexuality and Jewish language in German literature. For example, 
I show that episodes of Jewish eating can be a productive locus for imagining how Jewish 
appetites —for sex in particular but also for money, another important material object of 
desire—were more broadly conceived in nineteenth and twentieth century German 
letters. Because alimentary and sexual ethics are often construed in analogous terms, 
moreover, Jewish meal scenes can contain not only reflections on Jewish table conduct 
but also imaginations of Jewish sexual ethics as well. At the same time, I find that Jewish 
meal scenes often problematize the Jewish relationship to language. In such episodes, an 
inverse relationship may be posited between Jewish eating and Jewish speech—for the 
more pleasure a character takes in his meal, the less faith may be placed in the text on his 
level of civilization, whether the evidence for this comes in the form of the cultivation of 
manners, the sublimation of base needs or the successful command of the German 
language.  
By identifying a new textual site, the table scene, for interrogating constructions 
of Jewish sexuality and Jewish language in German letters, this study contributes in 
innovative fashion to two active subfields of German-Jewish studies. First, the project 
may be understood in light of what has been called “the corporeal turn” in Jewish 
studies—a shift in scholarly interest away from the spiritual or intellectual dimensions of 
Judaism and towards the material and corporeal aspects of the Jewish experience, 
including a sustained concern for issues of gender and sexuality.29 Second, my project 
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both draws on and contributes to the body of research in German-Jewish studies on the 
idea of “Jewish language.” This notion concerns the so-called “hidden language of the 
Jews”: the belief that the Jew is unable to command the language of High German and 
possesses instead a secret and/or primitive form of discourse—Hebrew in the Middle 
Ages, Yiddish or “Mauscheldeutsch” in the nineteenth and twentieth century.30 By 
focusing on the nexus between Jewish eating and Jewish language, my project adds to 
this body of research in new and creative ways. 
 
Study Overview 
The work begins with an examination of the imagined site of the Jewish table in 
polemical ethnographies of the Jews written from the early sixteenth to the mid 
eighteenth century. Based on my readings of these sources, I posit the existence of four 
main features to the imagination of the Jewish table in the early modern period. In these 
texts, Jews supposedly refuse to eat with Christians out of hatred and fear of 
fraternization with them. They exhibit immoderate, materialistic behavior at table and 
lack a proper code of alimentary ethics. They eat copious amounts of garlic and exude a 
foul stench, the foetor judaicus, as a result. Most damningly, they consume the blood of 
innocent Christian children in their Passover Seder meals. This chapter serves two 
purposes. First, it provides an anchor for the project at the cusp of the modern era and a 
historical baseline against which successive developments of these themes can be 
measured. Second, it sets into play these four features of the imagination of Jewish eating 
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so that I may return to them in later chapters, establishing a link between earlier and later 
variations on the given theme. 
The following three chapters mark the turn to literature and the modern period. 
Each provides a study of how both German and German-Jewish writers engaged with a 
particular trope of the Jewish table in distinctive historical and cultural contexts. In 
Chapter 2, I analyze two competing table cultures at the turn of the nineteenth century, 
the Jewish salon and the Christian-German Tischgesellschaft. These were well-known 
institutions of paramount importance in the culture of Berlin sociability, and it is at least 
in part due to the leading role they played in this sociable culture that I have selected 
them for closer analysis. For members of both the salon and the eating society, issues of 
hospitable practice and table fellowship—particularly the matter of commensality 
between Christians and Jews—assumed heightened significance. I argue that the 
organizers of both institutions used their tables as a microcosm for staging competing 
visions for the ideal German-Jewish social relation at large. Additionally, I argue that the 
actions of the Jewish salonnières resulted in a transformation of the imagination of the 
Jewish table in the time period. Whereas early modern sources had associated the site 
with a variety of crude behaviors, early nineteenth century texts recoded the space as the 
affected and pretentious salon tea table—“der ästhetische Teetisch”—an actual and 
imagined site in the anti-assimilation discourse of the turn of the nineteenth century.  
In Chapter 3, I consider how two mid-nineteenth century authors engaged with 
the theme of Jewish appetite in their writings. The first author I have chosen to study is 
Heinrich Heine, the most significant German-Jewish poet of the nineteenth century and, 




table. In my readings of Heine, I find that the food themes that feature so heavily in his 
prose and poetry are by no means incidental. On the contrary, the poet deploys food 
images as part of a larger polemic strategy of debasement and inversion of normative 
value judgments. I also suggest an important link between Heine’s ‘food concerns’ and 
his ‘Jewish concerns,’ namely by asking whether his defiant materialist stance and 
cryptic celebration of the Jewish table might reflect an engagement with some long-
standing tropes of Jewish eating, such as the myth of Jewish materialism and the legend 
of the foetor judaicus. I juxtapose this discussion of Heine with an analysis of Wilhelm 
Raabe’s mid-century novel Der Hungerpastor. To some degree this juxtaposition is an 
asymmetrical one, involving as it does the comparison of an entire oeuvre with a single 
novel. Nevertheless, I have selected Raabe’s novel because it exemplifies particularly 
well how food themes were deployed in the mid-nineteenth century aesthetic context to 
elucidate the nature of Jewish and Christian difference. Like Gustav Freytag’s Soll und 
Haben, the mid-nineteenth work of German realism to which it is often compared, Der 
Hungerpastor employs a rigorously antinomian logic to tell the dual coming-of-age 
stories of its Christian protagonist and Jewish antagonist—but the important point to be 
made here is that it is through food themes, chiefly the trope of hunger, that the novel 
schematizes the essential difference between these two figures. I analyze the Eucharistic 
logic that informs the portrayal of the novel’s protagonist, and then I investigate the 
notion of Jewish appetite which is developed in the characterization of the novel’s anti-
hero. I also show how themes of Jewish materialism are transformed in the novel and in 





In Chapter 4, I focus on the resurgence of the blood libel at the turn of the 
twentieth century and the treatment of the topic in German and German-Jewish fictions 
of the fin de siècle. The period produced a peculiar cluster of meal scenes that might be 
called “Urmahlzeiten”—imaginative renderings of primal meals that showcase various 
kinds of so-called primitive eating including cannibalism, human and animal sacrifice, 
and ritual meals. One thinks for example of Totem and Taboo (1913), in which Freud 
posited as the founding act of civilization the savage murder and cannibalism of the 
father by a band of brothers who subsequently commemorated the deed in the totem 
meal; of the premiere of Richard Strauss’ wildly successful opera Salome in 1905, 
wherein the Jewish princess’s desire to kiss the lips of the prophet John culminates in her 
demand for his head on a silver platter and the tasting of his blood; or the bloodletting 
and consumption of the camel in Franz Kafka’s story Schakale und Araber, a primal meal 
that vividly evokes totemic fantasies. In order to best profile my argument, however, I 
have chosen to read a specific trio of Jewish meal scenes from the time period: Theodor 
Herzl’s Altneuland (1902), Thomas Mann’s Wälsungenblut (1905) and Arnold Zweig’s 
Ritualmord in Ungarn (1914). I have selected these texts because a comparative study of 
the three fictions shows particularly well how the ‘old’ imagination of the Jewish table as 
a site of ritual murder collided in the fin de siècle with the ‘new’ modern and updated 
imagination of the assimilated Jewish table as a site of hypercivilized decadence. On the 
one hand, a novel like Altneuland stages a Jewish dinner party featuring witty, jaded 
small talk and glittering champagne toasts. On the other hand, a play such as Ritualmord 
in Ungarn imagines a group of Jews busy at their table qua altar, butchering a young girl 




coexist? In attempting to answer this question, I argue for the longevity of these themes 
of Jewish eating in the European imagination and the return of repressed myths of the 
Jewish table in the early twentieth century. 
The organization of the last three chapters of the project should make the 
comparative nature of my approach clear. While the departure point of this study is the 
Christian imagination of the Jewish table, this is not only a study of a cluster of anti-
Jewish tropes. Instead, I ask throughout how these themes were circulated and shared 
among Jews and Christians. The Jewish authors I consider were all highly assimilated 
German and Austrian Jews. They participated fully in German culture and were subject to 
its influence. Thus while they did not necessarily adopt these myths of Jewish eating, 
they did however engage with the Christian imagination of the Jewish table—and in so 
doing, they created new myths and perceptions of their own. Thus I imagine the Jewish 
and Christian authors I consider as engaging in a dialogue that was mutual if not 
necessarily symmetrical. For this interpretive model I am indebted to recent work in 
Jewish studies that has emphasized the creative interactions between Jewish and 
Christian culture and the exchange of ideas and images from one context to another.31 
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The Early Modern Imagination of the Jewish Table in the Literature of “jüdisches 
Ceremoniell” 
 
The early sixteenth century marked a turning point in the representation of the Jews in 
German letters. Up until the late fifteenth century, the written discourse on Judaism and 
the Jews had concerned itself primarily with matters of theology and doctrine. In the 
early modern period, however, attention shifted from the realm of belief to practice as a 
number of authors began to make Jewish ritual law and social customs the focus of their 
interest. Cataloging the daily practices, rites and habits of the Jews in the German lands 
in voluminous tomes, these writers produced a new genre, the literature of “jüdisches 
Ceremoniell,” and initiated a new phase in the history of German writings on the Jews.32 
For over three hundred years, this vast body of literature comprised the main source for 
representations of Jewish life in German letters. In meaningful ways, moreover, these 
depictions influenced subsequent representations and imaginations of the Jews in the 
modern period. Given its emphasis on the practices of the everyday, it is no surprise that 
the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell made the alimentary habits of the Jews a central 
subject of study. Indeed, the topic constitutes a virtually omnipresent—and yet also 
largely understudied—feature of the genre. In this chapter, I pursue three objectives. 
First, I show that in early modern representations of the Jews, matters of food and drink 
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work at all—the latter may be considered a parody or distortion of the former. For a discussion of the 
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played a pivotal role. Second, I uncover the particular features of the early modern 
imagination of the Jewish table through a close reading of some of the key texts of 
jüdisches Ceremoniell from the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries. Third, I 
explore what these representations of the Jewish table reveal about how early modern 
Christians and Jews imagined both themselves and each other and specifically how they 
constructed identities and construed differences between themselves via alimentary 
themes.  
 
The Literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell 
 The literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell constituted, in the words of one of its 
notable scholars, “an unprecedented polemical incursion into a realm that had remained 
for centuries beneath the field of vision of most Christian theologians, missionaries, and, 
certainly, lay people.”33 This realm was the world of daily life as it was conducted by 
Ashkenazi Jews according to the code of Jewish ritual law. For the first time, authors 
turned their attention to the subject of the everyday matters, familial relations and the 
domestic sphere of the Jews living in the German lands. The authors of this nascent body 
of literature comprised two distinct groups. On the one hand, a cohort of prominent 
Jewish converts to Christianity made the first contributions to the genre, composing 
exhaustive accounts of Jewish ritual from their vantage point as former Jews. Raised in 
Ashkenazic communities and well acquainted with the intricacies of Jewish ritual law, 
they solidified their uncertain existence as converts by becoming informants to the 
Christian world on their former co-religionists. On the other hand, a number of influential 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
33 Carlebach, 171. The following discussion draws on Carlebach’s coverage of these issues in Chapter 9 




early Protestants used their formal education in the Jewish religion and language to pen 
extensive volumes on the same topic. A new field of study was born as a first generation 
of Christian Hebraists began to learn Hebrew and to use this knowledge to read Jewish 
source material for themselves for the first time, thereby discovering a body of literature 
that had heretofore been inaccessible to Christians. 
Why the subject of ritual law as it structured and ordered Jewish daily life would 
form a topic of notice for either the authors or the readers of this nascent genre is a 
separate question. In accounting for this interest, Elisheva Carlebach has pointed to the 
larger historical framework of the German Reformation and the status of ritual in this 
context. Inter-confessional conflicts of the early sixteenth century led Protestant 
reformers to seek lines of argument that could be used to discredit their opponents. In the 
subject of ritual, Protestants found a substantial polemic to direct not only against their 
Catholic but also their Jewish foes. Imagining both Catholicism and Judaism as rite- 
rather than faith-based religions, reformers denounced both confessions on this basis and 
took up the condemnation of ritual as a favored topic of their own Protestant writings and 
Protestant Hebraism in particular.34 R. Po-chia Hsia has offered a different but not 
irreconcilable explanation for the rise of the genre, arguing that the interest in Jewish 
ceremonial law developed from a complex dialectic of ethnography and religion. The 
fifteenth century witnessed a rise in Christian ethnographies of both external and internal 
alien cultures, the Jews being the prime example of the latter. The great interest in 
observing and describing the Jews arose partially from a curiosity on the part of 
Christians for their Jewish neighbors but also from an enduring religious impulse among 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





Christians to expose the folly of Jewish belief, denounce Jewish ritual law or to convert 
the Jews to Christianity. The genre thus combined elements both old and new, as authors 
continued to pursue long-standing religious arguments and objectives regarding the Jews 
but did so in a new and innovative ethnographic context, i.e. on the plain of Jewish daily 
life.35 
To the extent that the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell has received attention in 
contemporary scholarship,36 it has been studied largely with reference to issues of 
authorship and related concerns. Recent decades have witnessed a growth in academic 
interest in the previously neglected phenomenon of Christian Hebraism.37 This interest 
has brought the biographies and works of many Christian Hebraists to the fore, a number 
of whom produced key texts in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell.38 Thus the genre 
has received some attention as part of the larger tradition of Christian scholarship 
engendered by the discipline of Christian Hebraism. A different inroad to the topic lies in 
the study of the history of Jewish conversion to Christianity in Europe, for indeed, Jewish 
converts played an essential role in the development and perpetuation of the genre. 
Scholarly investigations of the volumes authored by some of these converts have yielded 
important insights into the precarious status of the early modern Jewish convert to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
35 R. Po-chia Hsia, “Christian Ethnographies of Jews in Early Modern Germany,” in The Expulsion of the 
Jews: 1492 and After, eds. Raymond B. Waddington and Arthur H. Williamson (New York: Garland 
Publishing, Inc., 1994), 223-233. 
 
36 The first notable attempt to address the topic appears to be the 1994 article by R. Po-chia Hsia. 
 
37 For a discussion of the growth of interest in the topic, see Allison Coudert and Jeffrey S. Shouldson, eds. 
Hebraica Veritas? Christian Hebraists and the study of Judaism in early modern Europe (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004), Preface and Introduction.  
 
38 See for example Stephen G. Burnett, From Christian Hebraism to Jewish Studies: Johannes Buxtorf 





Christianity and possible motivations for the composition of such texts.39 While both of 
these avenues provide valuable insights into the genesis and rationale for the genre, I 
propose to examine the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell from a different angle, one 
that focuses more on the thematic content of the manuscripts than on the intellectual 
traditions or emotional lives of their authors. Academic studies of the specific nature of 
the representations of Judaism and the Jews in the texts are few and far between, despite 
some notable exceptions to the contrary.40 While a few scholars have traced the coverage 
of a particular theme or aspect of Jewish ceremonial law from text to text and century to 
century,41 moreover, there has been no study that addresses the centrality of alimentary 
tropes in the manifold texts that comprise the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell.42  
 It is difficult to state with certainty the number of manuscripts that fall in the 
genre; one scholar has roughly estimated the number at more than sixty.43 For the sake of 
this investigation, I have examined fifteen volumes and selected ten to serve as primary 
source material for this study. To a certain degree, the choice is somewhat arbitrary, for 
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of the early modern convert in Jewish Self-Hatred: Anti-Semitism and the Hidden Language of the Jews 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), Chapter 2.	  	  
	  
40 Two good studies are Maria Diemling, “Anthonius Margaritha on the “Whole Jewish Faith:” A 
Sixteenth-Century Convert from Judaism and his Depiction of the Jewish Religion,” and Petra Schöner, 
“Visual Representations of Jews and Judaism in Sixteenth-Century Germany.”  Both articles are in Dean 
Philip Bell and Stephen G. Burnett, eds. Jews, Judaism and the Reformation in Sixteenth-Century Germany 
(Leiden: Brill, 2006).  
 
41 One excellent but rare example of this kind of ‘case study’ of a particular aspect of Jewish ceremonial 
law is Yaacov Deutsch, “Polemical Ethnographies: Descriptions of Yom Kippur in the Writings of 
Christian Hebraists and Jewish Converts,” in Allison Coudert and Jeffrey Shoulson, Hebraica Veritas? 
 
42 One good study of Christian perceptions of Jews and their food in the medieval and early modern 
German context is Winfried Frey, “Jews and Christians at the Lord’s Table?” in Food in the Middle Ages: 
A Book of Essays, Ed. Melitta Weiss Adamson (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc, 1995), 113-144. Frey 
provides a more general study of the issue, however, and is not concerned with the literature of jüdisches 
Ceremoniell as a genre as such. 
	  





one of the more remarkable features of the genre is the extreme degree of similarity from 
text to text. Authors tended to organize their volumes similarly, organizing their 
presentation of Jewish ritual law either around the individual day, the calendar year or the 
life cycle. They tended furthermore to cover largely the same topics. While the scope of 
inquiry was vast, typical subject matter included birth and circumcision practices; the 
daily routing of the average Jew from morning prayers to bedtime rituals; weekly and 
monthly holidays; Jewish clothing and travel habits; engagement, marriage and divorce; 
and Jewish burial ceremonies. Considered as a corpus, finally, the volumes can be 
characterized by a high level of intertextuality. Originality was by no means a goal of the 
authors, who all paraphrased heavily from earlier representative texts of the genre. The 
texts exhibit a high degree of repetition as a result, as authors cited the same sources, told 
the same stories, and offered the same interpretations of Jewish ritual law over the course 
of three hundred years. Thus I have selected certain texts for their representative status, 
i.e. precisely because they are not outliers in the tradition but rather typical examples of 
the genre. These volumes include Ernst Ferdinand Hess’ Juden Geissel (1598),44 Dietrich 
Schwab’s Jüdischer Deckmantel (1619)45 and Johann Bodenschatz’s Kirchliche 
Verfassung der heutigen deutschen Juden (1748).46 Other volumes, in contrast, have been 
chosen because they deal specifically with the alimentary behavior of the Jews, 
specifically Johann Pfefferkorn’s early treatise on eating and drinking rituals on 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
44 Ernst Ferdinand Hess, Flagellum Judeorum oder Juden Geissel (Strasburg: 1598). 
 
45 Dietrich Schwab, Detectum Velum Mosaicum Iudaeorum nostri temporis. Das ist: Jüdischer Deckmantel 
des Mosaischen Gesetzes… (Mainz: 1619).  
 
46 Johann Christoph Georg Bodenschatz, Kirchliche Verfassung der heutigen deutschen Juden sonderlich 





Passover47 and Friedrich Christiani’s tractate on Jewish gluttony and drunkenness on 
Purim.48  
Despite a tendency towards repetition and homogeneity, certain volumes do 
nevertheless stand out, and I have included them for consideration either because of their 
path-breaking status in the genre or because of their broader impact on the German-
Jewish discourse of later centuries. Of the early contributions in the sixteenth century, 
two volumes are recognized as foundational texts of the genre.49 The first, Der gantz 
jüdisch Glaub, was composed by the Jewish convert to Christianity Antonius Margaritha 
and published in 1530.50 The second, the Christian Hebraist Johannes Buxtorf’s 
Synagoga Judaica, appeared in print in 1603.51 Although Margaritha and Buxtorf were 
not the first authors to address the subject of Jewish ceremonial law, they were the first to 
provide comprehensive and systematic accounts of the topic.52 Their volumes were also 
more accurate and seemingly objective than previous attempts and thus served as credible 
source material for the texts that followed in quick succession. Despite this apparent 
objectivity, it must be said that all the volumes of jüdisches Ceremoniell had in common 
a shared polemical intent. The particular degree and force of that polemic, to be sure, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
47Johannes Pfefferkorn, In disem buchlein vindet Jer ain entlichen furtrag, wie die blinden Juden yr Ostern 
halten vnnd besunderlich wie das Abentmal gessen wirt… (Augspurg: 1509).  
 
48 Friedrich Albrecht Christiani, Das ist: Kurtze Beschreibung von den Jüdischen Fast-Nachten/ Wie sie 
sich dabey so wol in ihrem vermeynten Fasten/ und Beten/ als auch Fressen und Sauffen verhalten 
(Leipzig: 1677).  
 
49 Stephen Burnett argues for the primacy of these texts in “Distorted Mirrors: Antonius Margaritha, Johann 
Buxtorf and Christian Ethnographies of the Jews,” The Sixteenth Century Journal 25.2 (1994), 275-287. 
 
50 Antonius Margaritha, Der gantz Jüdisch glaub mit sampt ainer gründtlichen vnd warhafften 
anzaygunge… (Augspurg: durch Heynrich Steyner, 1530). 
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  Johannes Buxtorf, Synagoga Judaica: Das ist/ Judenschul…(Basel: 1603).  
 
52 While Pfefferkorn wrote earlier than Margaritha, for example, his pamphlets often focused on one 




varied from volume to volume. Thus while the early convert Pfefferkorn openly 
broadcast his intent in the title of his volume on “die blinden Juden,” later authors and 
Christian Hebraists in particular gave their volumes a more objective veneer, couching 
their titles in neutral terms and confining the polemic intent to the body of the text in the 
form of pejorative interjections and sarcastic asides. These differences notwithstanding, 
critical remarks and condemnatory glosses of the Jewish practices under consideration 
colored all texts of the genre without exception. An essential feature of the literature of 
jüdisches Ceremoniell was undoubtedly the denunciation of Jewish ceremonial law. 
 Of the late contributions to the genre, I have selected three volumes—Johann 
Eisenmenger’s Entdecktes Judenthum (1700),53 Johann Jacob Schudt’s Jüdische 
Merckwürdigkeiten (1714-18)54 and Paul Christian Kirchner’s Jüdisches Ceremoniell 
(1717)55—because of the particular resonance they had long after the decades in which 
they were published. Whereas all of the texts were intended for a broader audience than 
previous treatises on Jewish theology and doctrine—they were composed in the German 
vernacular rather than Latin, an indication in itself of the authors’ interest in reaching a 
non-ecclesiastical readership—these volumes in particular reached a wider audience than 
ever before, including educated laypeople. The remarkable impact of these texts on the 
German-Jewish discourse of subsequent centuries has not been adequately appreciated. 
Kirchner’s Jüdisches Ceremoniell, for one, became a prized work largely for its 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
53 Johann Eisenemnger, Entdecktes Judenthum…Grosse Irrthüme der Jüdischen Religion und Theologie, 
wie auch viel lächerliche und kurzweilige Fabeln und andere ungereimte Sachen (Königsberg: 1700). 
 
54 Johann Jacob Schudt, Jüdische Merckwürdigkeiten…Sammt einer vollständigen Franckfurter Juden- 
Chronick/ Darinnen der zu Franckfurt am Mayn wohnenden Juden... (Frankfurt: 1714-18).  
 
55 Paul Christian Kirchner, Jüdisches Ceremoniell, oder Beschreibung dererjenigen Gebräuche, welche die 





iconographic depictions of Jewish life. Twenty-seven illustrations accompanied the 
description of the various Jewish ceremonies covered throughout the volume: according 
to the art historian Richard Cohen, “it was the most comprehensive [iconographic] 
collection of Jewish customs published in Germany to that date.”56  The work constitutes 
a milestone in the iconographic tradition of representing Jewish customs that also 
includes Bernard Picart (Cérémonies et coutumes religieuses de tous les peuples du 
monde, 1723-1737) and perhaps most famously Moritz Oppenheim (Bilder aus dem 
altjüdischen Familienleben, 1866). Kirchner’s illustrations also frequently included the 
site of the Jewish table—an iconographic indication of the importance of the site in 
representations of the Jews. 
 Schudt’s magnum opus on the history of the Jews and the Frankfurt Jewish 
community in particular, on the other hand, exerted a tremendous influence in a whole 
number of intellectual contexts. The ethnographic stance adopted by Schudt throughout 
his four-volume Jüdische Merckwürdigkeiten and his turn from theological to secular 
argumentation regarding the Jews marked a turning point in the German-Jewish 
discourse, as one scholar has argued.57 Critics participating in the pseudo-scientific and 
racialized discourse on the Jews of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries drew 
frequently upon the claims made by Schudt two hundred years prior.58 The impact of 
Jüdische Merckwürdigkeiten extended into literary spheres as well. The volume, along 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
56 Richard I. Cohen, Jewish Icons: Art and Society in Modern Europe (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1998), 58. 
 
57 Maria Diemling, “The Ethnographer and the Jewish Body: Johann Jacob Schudt on the Civilisation 
Process of the Jews of Frankfurt,” Jewish Culture and History 10.2-3 (2008), 96. 
 
58 Sander Gilman has noted on more than one occasion Schudt’s influence on turn of the century scientific 
discourse on the Jews. See for one example Sander Gilman, “Salome, Syphilis, Sarah Bernhardt and the 





with Eisenmenger’s Entdecktes Judenthum, sat on the shelf in the library of Goethe’s 
father.59 In his study of Goethe and the Jews, Mark Waldman has argued that Goethe 
drew inspiration from Schudt’s volumes for his subsequent literary depictions of the 
Golem and the drama of Esther.60 Jüdische Merckwürdigkeiten also served as source 
material for one of the most important works of nineteenth century German-Jewish 
fiction. When the university student Heinrich Heine began historical research for his 
novel Der Rabbi von Bacherach in 1824, he checked Schudt’s opus out of the Göttingen 
library. Heine’s extant handwritten notes reveal the degree to which his depiction of the 
Frankfurt Ghetto was indebted to Schudt’s descriptions of Frankfurt Jewry.61 
 The volume in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell that had arguably the 
greatest influence, however, was the notorious Entdecktes Judenthum of Johann 
Eisenmenger (1700). The more than two thousand page tome caused an uproar before it 
was even published, as the Jewish community of Frankfurt successfully lobbied for its 
censorship up to a full ten years after its original printing date.62 Entdecktes Judenthum 
provided the source for some of the most damaging misapprehensions about the Jews in 
the modern period and fueled the fantasies of many German poets and writers, including 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
59 Klaus L. Berghahn, “Patterns of Childhood: Goethe and the Jews,” in Klaus L. Berghahn and Jost 
Hermand, eds. Goethe in German-Jewish Culture (Rochester: Camden House, 2001), 15. 
 
60 Mark Waldman, Goethe and the Jews: a challenge to Hitlerism (New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1934).	  	  
	  
61 See Manfred Windfuhr, “Der Rabbi von Bacherach: Zur Genese und Produktionsästhetik des zweiten 
Kapitels,” Heine Jahrbuch 28 (1989), 88-117. Interestingly, Elisheva Carlebach also argues that Heine 
drew inspiration for Der Rabbi von Bacherach from the literature of Jewish ceremonial, but she cites a 
different volume that belonged to the family of Heine’s mother. See Carlebach, Divided Souls, 233-4. 
 
62 On the remarkable impact of Eisenmenger’s Entdecktes Judenthum in general, see Jacob Katz, From 





Achim von Arnim and Clemens Brentano.63 Perhaps most significant was the degree to 
which Eisenmenger’s Entdecktes Judenthum revived and refueled the myth of Jewish 
ritual murder. In 1871, the well-known Catholic theologian August Rohling published 
Der Talmudjude, an anti-Semitic tractate that was later exposed as a bald plagiarism of 
Eisenmenger’s opus. The intellectual fraud notwithstanding, Rohling emerged as one of 
the chief authorities on ritual murder in the late nineteenth century and testified, on the 
basis of the allegations made by Eisenmenger in Entdecktes Judenthum, to the veracity of 
the charge in the important Tisza-Eszlár ritual murder trial of 1883.64 The Tisza-Eszlár 
blood libel entered the literary sphere as well when Arnold Zweig dramatized the trial in 
Ritualmord in Ungarn (1914), a work that famously inspired the tears of Franz Kafka.65  
These examples only begin to suggest the tremendous impact of the literature of 
jüdisches Ceremoniell in shaping the understanding and representation of the Jews in the 
German context. A lay audience, curious about the practices and customs of the Jews 
dwelling in their vicinity, found in the literature an invaluable source of information on 
their neighbors. The striking similarities between the texts lent them an aura of credibility 
and veracity, despite the fact that they often presented polemical and inaccurate 
depictions of Jewish ritual law. The intertextuality of the volumes, moreover—the 
frequent repetition of anecdotes from one manuscript to another, or the virtually identical 
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generally, see Wolf-Daniel Hartwich, Romantischer Antisemitismus: Von Klopstock bis Richard Wagner 
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005), 188-204. 
 
64 See Helmut Walser Smith, The Butcher’s Tale: Murder and Anti-Semitism in a German Town (New 
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interpretations offered on aspects of Jewish ritual—created a monolithic effect, for the 
depiction of the Jews and of Jewish daily life remained remarkably constant and largely 
static from text to text, even over the course of several centuries. Although often 
inaccurate and sometimes highly inflammatory, the representation of Jewish life provided 
in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell became the chief source of information well 
into the modern period for Jews and Christians seeking knowledge of the Jews and their 
practices. Reading these texts thus yields invaluable insight not only into how Jewish 
daily life and ritual law was imagined in the early modern era but also and equally 
crucially, into how these representations influenced subsequent perceptions of the Jews in 
the modern era.  
 
The Imagination of the Jewish Table in the Literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell  
 The alimentary practices of the Jews constituted a key topic of interest in the 
literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell. In their investigations of the familial realm and 
domestic sphere of the Jews, authors delved deeply into the subject matter of food and 
drink. Unlike the characterization of major and discrete life events such as birth, marriage 
and death, the depiction of Jewish alimentary behavior could not be dispensed with in 
one hermetic chapter. On the contrary, considerations of the Jewish table seeped through 
the volumes, surfacing in a whole variety of different contexts. Perhaps the most 
prominent of these was the examination of the table as a primary site for the celebration 
of Jewish holidays. Particularly texts that were structured around the calendrical cycle 
devoted individual chapters to all major Jewish holidays and included descriptions of the 




Authors did not confine their considerations of table practice only to the context 
of the annual Jewish holidays, however. Descriptions of the quotidian alimentary routines 
of the Jews also comprised a major portion of the volumes, many of which featured 
discussions of the daily midday meal of the Jews. In Jüdischer Deckmantel, the convert 
Dietrich Schwab focused on the ordinary table behavior of the Jews at their most 
unremarkable daily repast. The volume includes chapters with the following titles: “Wie 
sich der Jud zur Mittags Mahlzeit disponirt und bereitet” (157); “Wie sich die Juden in 
Auffhebung des Tischs verhalten/ und von ihrem Gratias” (163); and “Von etlichen 
conversationen/ so die Juden uber Tisch/ und in ihrem Gesprächen halten” (170). That 
Schwab would devote multiple chapters to such seemingly insignificant topics indicates 
the great appeal that the topic of the Jewish table held for the authors and presumably the 
readers of Jewish ceremonial literature.  
The dietary laws, a key subset of Jewish ritual law, formed another focus of 
interest. Factual presentations of the various food prohibitions mandated by the dietary 
laws, including most significantly the ban on consumption of pork and blood, occurred in 
a small portion of the manuscripts. Of greater interest to the authors, however, was the 
Jewish practice of separating milk and meat products and the related issues of cookware 
and utensils, i.e. the proper purchase, koshering, separation and cleaning thereof. Again, 
chapter headings made the interest in these topics explicit: relevant titles include 
Buxtorf’s “Vom Underscheid im Kochen und Essender Speise/auch von Newen Kuchen-
geschirren” (579) and Bodenschatz’s “Von der Reinigung ihrer Gefässe” (29). Perhaps 
the topic that most exercised the attention of the authors writing on the Jewish dietary 




Individual chapters on the practice occurred as early as Margaritha (1530) and constituted 
a recurrent subject in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell.  
Before proceeding to a detailed analysis of the representation of the Jewish table 
in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell, some general remarks are in order. Authors 
writing on the alimentary practices of the Jews tended to adopt a fairly consistent polemic 
approach to the topic. First, they brought a healthy dose of scorn to their depiction of 
Jewish table practices. This attitude manifested itself most frequently in the form of 
mockery, in particular in the frequent appraisal of various aspects of Jewish food rituals 
as ridiculous or nonsensical. Pejorative dismissals of the table practices of the Jews as 
“närrische Ceremonien”66 or “kindische Ceremonien”67 became stock phrases in the 
interpretation of Jewish alimentary behavior as authors castigated Jewish food ritual for 
possessing neither sense nor logic and derided the attention devoted by the Jews to food 
and drink as vastly disproportionate to the petty nature of the subject matter. Describing 
the practice of separating meat and dairy products, for example, Buxtorf concluded 
sardonically: “Diese und dergleichen wunderbarliche Sachen zu underscheiden/ ist die 
gröste und fürnehmste Weißheit bey den Juden/ un müssen allweg in schwären Sachen 
die gelehrtesten Rabbinen Rahtsfragen” (582). The heavy notes of sarcasm underscored 
Buxtorf’s contempt for what he deemed an exorbitant amount of care paid by the Jews to 
the seemingly trivial issue of food preparation and consumption. 
Beyond the disparagement of Jewish food ritual as a petty and trifling matter, 
authors launched more substantial polemical assaults on the Jewish table along one 
central line of argument. Again and again, they attacked Jewish food practices as a series 
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of external rites, practice- rather than faith-based behaviors, that had come to be not due 
to God’s will but rather to false interpretations of the holy word. The Jews, many authors 
alleged, were incapable of seeing beyond the letter of the Old Testament to arrive at its 
deeper allegorical meaning. Their alimentary practices were a direct byproduct of their 
perceived exegetical weaknesses, for the Jews failed to see that the food-related 
commandments and prohibitions of the Old Testament should not be taken literally but 
rather allegorically. Thus Margaritha attributed the Jewish practice of scouring the home 
of all leavened products in the days leading up to Passover to an overly literal reading of 
the book of Hosea:  
Sieht aber hie diß ellend volck nicht in den ynnerlichen und gaistlichen verstande/ hangen 
nur an dem eussern/ und vermainen wan nur ir gantz hauß und geschyrre von aussen von 
dem höffel gerainiget sey/ so seye sie dennn ynnerlich von dem bösen gayst/ und höfel 
falscher lere da Christus von sagt/ Mathei. 26 auch rain (27).  
 
If only the Jews would purify their hearts instead of their cupboards! Margaritha 
borrowed here from a long-standing polemical tradition, dating as far back to the New 
Testament verse to which he alluded, of accusing the Jews of being utterly misguided in 
their religious practice and overly focused on the wrong things, their obsession with food 
and drink being a prime example. The key binary employed by Margaritha and others 
pursuing this line of critique was internal/external (innerlich/äußerlich). Authors 
underscored again and again the perceived ‘external’ nature of Jewish ritual and 
particularly dietary law, perceiving food rituals as superfluous precepts that had 
everything to do with misguided interpretations of the Old Testament and nothing to do 
with the ‘internal’, deeper meaning of a faith-based religion such as Christianity. 
In what follows, I discuss four features of the Jewish table as it was imagined in 




first, because they played a pivotal role in the portrait of Jewish alimentary practice 
developed in the volumes under consideration, and second, because these particular 
notions survived well beyond the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell, enduring as part of 
the afterlife of the imagination of the Jewish table in the literature of the modern period. 
They constitute the foci around which the interest in Jewish food practices crystallizes in 
the texts, the examination of which sheds light on the larger concerns that the authors of 
Jewish ceremonial literature brought to bear in their consideration of the topic. It is 
important to emphasize, moreover, the difference between fact and representation when 
reading depictions of Jewish alimentary practice. While the documents do provide useful 
albeit questionable information on Jewish dietary law and the actual social realities of 
Jewish table practice in the German lands in the early modern period, I do not investigate 
them here on the basis of their accuracy or truth content.68 Instead, I examine the texts to 
gain insight into a different topic: not how the Jews actually ate and drank in the sixteenth 
through eighteenth centuries but rather how Christian authors and readers imagined that 
they ate and drank; not the minutiae of Jewish dietary law but rather how particular 
features of Jewish dietary law were represented and interpreted in the early modern 
period. An investigation of these specific features helps to clarify the nature of the 
fantasies circulating in the early modern period concerning the table behavior of the Jews, 
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just as it reveals the crucial importance of alimentary themes in the construction of 
Jewish and Christian identities in the early modern period. 
 
Imagining Jewish (and Christian) Commensality 
 In their discussions of Jewish food and drink, authors of the literature of jüdisches 
Ceremoniell highlighted one topic with singular interest. This was the issue of 
commensality, reduced at its basic level to the claim that the Jews would not eat with 
Christians. The assertion occurred primarily in the context of discussions of certain food 
staples that the Jews would not share with Gentiles, but also in debates over whether 
Jewish butchers would sell Christians meat as well as in considerations of Jewish 
hospitality. As the following investigation will show, the significance of these 
considerations of Jewish table behavior rested not in the actual facts of Jewish 
commensal practice but rather in the interpretation of this practice, specifically in the 
imagination of the Jewish table as a malevolent site that expressed deep anti-Christian 
sentiment. Furthermore, the discussions are notable for what they reveal about how the 
authors implicitly imagined Christian commensality and their own table ethics, and how 
they used notions of commensality to think through Jewish-Christian relations and to 
construct models of social and religious community. 
“Es ist verboten/ der Gojim (oder Christen) Brod zu essen” (614). Thus began 
Johann Eisenmenger his chapter on Jewish food and drink in Entdecktes Judenthum, a 
point he enhanced with the related claim: “Es [ist] den Juden verboten von der Christen 
und aller Völcker Wein zu trincken” (620). Of all possible staples of food and drink, it 




exercised the passions of the authors when writing about Jewish commensal practice. 
Would the Jews eat bread or drink wine that had been produced by Christian hands? 
Would they consume bread or wine alongside their Christian neighbors in a common 
meal?69 Authors devoted hundreds of pages to descriptions of Jewish ceremonial law 
regarding the proper production and consumption of these two products, probing these 
laws for their deeper significance and drawing conclusions about both Jewish and 
Christian table ethics as a result. 
Dietrich Schwab’s chapter on Jewish wine cultivation and consumption (“Von der 
Juden Weinkeltern/ unnd Weintrincken / unnd wie sie sich halten/ wann sie mit den 
Christen Wein trinken”) provides a good example of how authors generally proceeded in 
discussing wine and bread commensality between Jews and Christians. The chapter 
began with the flat declaration that Jews are forbidden by ritual law to drink wine 
produced by Christian hands. Interestingly, Schwab did acknowledge that some Jews 
ignored these rules and drank Christian wine; these Jews, however,  “werden bey ihnen 
nichts geachtet/ unnd umb solche Ubelthat bey ihnen gestraffet” (177). A similar pattern 
inhered in Schwab’s consideration of matters related to the consumption of wine, namely 
in the question of whether Jews could drink with Christians if they consumed Jewish 
wine. Schwab stated:  
[ihren eigenen] Wein trincken sie wol mit den Christen/ jedoch mit Bescheidenheit/ daß 
der Jud muß allzeit die Kannen mit dem Wein in der Hand haben/ und sich ja hüten/ daß 
sie der Christ mit dem geringsten nit anrühre/ und so sie von dem Christen angegriffen 
were/ dörffen sie den Wein nicht trincken/ sonder derselbig Wein wirdt bey ihnen genent/ 
yayn nesech, unwürdiger Wein (177). 
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Thus Schwab described the conditions under which a Jew might permissibly drink Jewish 
wine with a Christian. Again, though, he acknowledged that some Jews did not adopt 
these restrictions and drank freely with Christians, and again, he repeated that these Jews 
did so in direct violation of Jewish ritual law and were punished as a result.  
The often tedious descriptions of Jewish bread and wine commensality that 
occurred in Schwab’s Jüdischer Deckmantel and other works become interesting at the 
moment when the authors veered from presentation to interpretation, from the citation of 
alleged facts of Jewish commensal practice to the investment of these facts with 
interpretative significance. Explaining why the Jews forbade Christian participation in the 
making of wine, for example, Dietrich Schwab declared: “dann die Christen machen/ 
nach ihrer meynung/ den Wein unrein” (174). By far the most dominant interpretation 
offered for Jewish commensal practice centered on this notion of impurity. Authors 
repeatedly invoked the key term ‘unrein’ and tended to handle the concept in the same 
fashion: they flattened what is well known to be a highly complex and multivalent term 
to layman’s terms, translating the concept from the religious realm to the social sphere 
and inferring Jewish social attitudes towards Christians as a result.70 Bodenschatz 
commented for example on the prohibition on Christian participation in the production of 
wine: “So ein vergalltes Gemüth haben also die Juden gegen die Christen, daß sie solche 
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vor unrein halten, mithin sich besser zu seyn dünken, als die Christen” (52). Here the 
term ‘unrein’ appeared sandwiched between two clauses, each of which expressed a 
perceived social attitude of the Jews towards Christians, hostility in the former and 
arrogance in the latter. Eisenmenger wrote in similar terms on Jewish commensal 
practice: “Es wird also ein Christ nicht so viel gewürdiget/ daß ein Jude neben ihm sitzen/ 
und mit ihm essen solte; und vermeynten sie/ daß sie mögten verunreiniget werden/ wann 
sie mit einem Christen essen müssen” (629). By framing the concept of defilement 
(‘verunreiniget werden’) as an issue of ‘worthiness’ (‘gewürdiget’), Eisenmenger located 
the term in the secular rather than religious semantic field. Thus he glossed Jewish 
commensal practice as an expression of the Jews’ hatred for Christians, imagining 
commensality restrictions chiefly as matters of social preference. 
The authors of the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell were certainly not the first 
to interpret Jewish commensal practice in this manner. It was Tacitus in his Histories 
(109 CE) who famously castigated the Jews for their hostility to other peoples via a 
description of their alimentary as well as sexual practices: “the Jews are extremely loyal 
toward one another, and always ready to show compassion, but toward every other 
people they feel only hate and enmity. They sit apart at meals, and they sleep apart...”71 
Nevertheless, the commentary provided in the pages of jüdisches Ceremoniell 
unquestionably solidified the early modern imagination of the Jewish table as an 
exclusive site imbued with anti-Christian sentiment. In the Jewish reluctance to consume 
food and drink with Christians, authors found uncontestable affirmation of the Jews’ 
hatred for Christians, their exclusiveness and anti-social bent, and finally their 
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contemptible haughtiness and sense of superiority. The Jews, Dietrich Schwab 
summarized his coverage of kosher wine with a final flourish of outrage, “solten lieber 
mit einem Hund auß einem Glaß trincken/ (hette schier gesagt mit einer Saw auß dem 
Trog/) als mit einem Christen” (178).  
Why the authors would react to the details of Jewish commensal practice with 
such indignation is a question that requires further examination. In this context, it bears 
reminding that the two items on which the authors were fixated were bread and wine. The 
privileged status that both items occupied must be understood with reference to the 
broader significance of these two staples in the semiotics of civilization and religion. 
First, as ‘cooked’ products, both items belong to the realm of the civilized as delineated 
by Lévi-Strauss’ famous binary and compared on this basis with the sphere of the 
primitive denoted in alimentary terms by the ‘raw.’72 In suggesting that the Jews 
proceeded in a wrong-spirited fashion vis-à-vis these two items—i.e. because they 
refused to share them with non-Jews—authors implicitly questioned whether Jewish 
alimentary practices belonged to the realm of civilized behavior at all. The character traits 
ascribed to the Jews as a result of their commensal practice, moreover—misanthropy, 
hostility, anti-sociality—further situated the practices of the Jewish table uncomfortably 
close to the realm of the primitive.  
Second, and perhaps even more importantly, attention to bread and wine 
commensality allowed the authors to draw implicit comparisons between Jews and 
Christians in general. The Jews were exclusive and refused to share their bread and wine 
with non-Jews, commentators argued. The Christian tradition, in contrast, invited all 
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believers in Christ to share of his body and drink of his blood in the bread and wine of the 
Eucharist. Jews defined commensality via genealogical precepts: only those who were 
kin could eat Jewish bread and drink Jewish wine at the Passover Seder, for example, and 
those who were not could not.73 The ideal vision of Christian commensality as expressed 
in the Eucharist, on the other hand, invoked a universalistic notion of community 
whereby all who were spiritually kin could share a common meal of bread and wine.74 It 
is against this backdrop of the Eucharist that the attention paid to Jewish bread and wine 
practices in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell must be understood. Simply put, 
explicit imaginations of Jewish commensality occurred in the context of and in 
comparison to implicit imaginations of Christian commensality. In their attempts to 
understand the relationship between the two religions, authors invoked the alimentary 
theme of commensality to erect borderlines and construe differences between Christians 
and Jews. 
Competing religious paradigms of the meal thus contributed to the imagination of 
the Jewish table as a site of uncivilized behavior and as an expression of the Jews’ anti-
social and ultimately unchristian stance towards others. It was not only the bonds of 
religious community that the commensality laws evoked, however. They also encoded 
models of community expressed in social terms, where the act of breaking bread signified 
membership in a shared community. The issue of commensality thus provided authors 
with an opportunity to opine on alleged Jewish ideals of social community as well as a 
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platform for forwarding their own ideas about how Jews and Christians should ideally 
interact in daily life. This emphasis on the social implications of commensality was 
perhaps most powerful in Johann Eisenmenger’s treatment of the topic in Entdecktes 
Judenthum (1700). In his chapter on Jewish food and drink, Eisenmenger framed Jewish 
commensal practice as a mechanism of social separation designed to prevent co-mingling 
between Jews and Christians. The argument held that the Jews refused to eat with 
Christians not only because they considered themselves superior to them but also because 
they wanted to avoid fraternization that could lead to friendship and ultimately sexual 
relations.75 Thus Eisenmenger presented the Jewish practice of separate tables as a 
strategy intended on the part of the Jewish community to limit social interactions with 
Christians and to perpetuate itself as an exclusive, endogamous social body.  
The key phrase employed by Eisenmenger in his analysis of Jewish commensality 
is “wegen der Befreundung,” or “on account of forming a potential friendship” (625). 
The axiom occurs at a pivotal moment in a Jewish story he relates, in essence a 
cautionary tale warning Jews to avoid drinking Christian wine.76 A certain King 
Pirgandicus grants eleven wise rabbis an appearance at his court and invites them to eat at 
his table, requiring however as a sign of their good will that they commit one of three 
transgressions against their ritual law: either consume his pork, touch his women, or 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
75 Eisenmenger was not incorrect in offering this rationale for Jewish commensality restrictions. In addition 
to the argument against gentile wine because of its potential for being used in idolatrous practices, there 
also exist rulings against gentile wine because of the desire to prevent intermarriage. The relevant phrase is 
“[They decreed] against their wine on account of their daughters.” Babylonian Talmud, Abodah Zarah 36b. 
As in the case of Schwab’s interpretations of impurity, my interest lies primarily here not in the actual 
arguments used against gentile wine in Jewish sources but rather in how authors such as Eisenmenger 
marshaled elements of Jewish dietary practice into larger social arguments regarding their arrogance and 
misanthropy. 
 
76 Eisenmenger cites the story as coming from “Caphthor uphérach”(Kaftor Va-ferah), but I have not yet 




drink his wine. After anguished consultation, the rabbis choose the last of the three 
options. Their choice, however, proves fatal: for upon plying the rabbis with wine, the sly 
king takes advantage of their drunkenness to put pork on their plates and whores 
(“Huhren”) in their beds that evening. One rabbi commits suicide after realizing the 
deception. Eisenmenger concludes accordingly:  
Solches alles aber ist ihnen wiederfahren/ dieweil sie den Wein zu trincken erwehlet 
hatten/ welcher zu dieser Zeit/ nach ihren (nemlich der Rabbinen) Worten/ wegen der 
Befreundung/) damit kein Jude bey einer Heydin liege/ und also mit den Heyden in 
Verwandschafft komme/) verboten ist” (625).  
 
In Eisenmenger’s retelling of the provocative story, it is a fear that shared tables will lead 
to shared beds that serves as the underlying rationale for the prohibition on drinking wine 
with non-Jews. Alimentary practices mirror sexual practices quite clearly in this 
anecdote, as table behavior is construed as ultimately determinative of sexual conduct. 
The ban functions to prevent the slippery slope from commensality to connubiality and as 
such acts as an effective means for keeping Jews and non-Jews separate.  
 What interested Eisenmenger above all in the topic of commensality, then, was 
the degree to which he could probe this issue for its broader social significance. Finding 
in the practice of separate tables a larger statement of the Jews’ desire to remain a 
separate people, Eisenmenger marshaled the details of their table behavior into a larger 
argument regarding the alleged Jewish social ideal of an exclusive, hermetic community. 
Nor was he the only author to ascribe to the Jews a fear of social interaction with 
Christians and an anxiety about the kinds of relationships that could develop if Jews and 
Christians were to socialize over a common meal. A similar logic inhered in 
Bodenschatz’s Kirchliche Verfassung (1748), another late representative of the genre, 




innovation intended to prevent the development of community between Christians and 
Jews: “Es müssen sich aber die Juden in Obacht nehmen, daß sie kein Brod von den 
Christen essen, weil sie, nach der Lehre ihrer Rabbinen, nicht viel Gemeinschaft mit 
denselben haben sollen” (34). Here it is not so much the threat of sexual relations as a 
generalized fear of social interaction that leads to a ban on commensality with Christians.  
 This logic would become the increasingly dominant explanation for Jewish 
commensal practice in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. There was a certain irony 
to this: for the argument of Jewish social exclusivity gained in strength in a time period 
that in fact marked a distinct rise in social interactions between Jews and Christians and 
growing likelihood of commensality between the two groups. Indeed, a common theme 
particularly in early eighteenth century volumes of jüdisches Ceremoniell is the 
respective author’s concession that there were increasing numbers of Jews who would eat 
with Christians in the German lands.77 The way in which authors confronted this kind of 
social evidence was revealing. Eisenmenger’s discussion of Jewish hospitality provides a 
good example. The topic of hospitality constituted one of the major thrusts of his chapter 
on Jewish food and drink. Eisenmenger stated definitively that ritual law prevented Jews 
from inviting Christians to eat at their table: “Den Juden ist verboten einen Christen zu 
gaste zu laden” (644). In making such a claim, however, he had to contend with facts of 
actual social practice that contradicted such a declarative statement. He did so by making 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
77 Statements of this sort occur frequently in Bodenschatz’s Kirchliche Verfassung, and provide an 
interesting (although not necessarily reliable) glimpse into the changing social reality of German Jewish 
communities. For example: “Wiewohl doch auch noch dieses hiebey nicht zu vergessen, daß die unter 
denen Christen, sonderlich in Deutschland, wohnende Juden dergleichen rabbinische Aufsätze nicht so gar 
genau mehr halten, indem sie auch, sonderlich wenn sie die Noth dazu treibet, in denen Christengasthöfen, 
ja wohl gar in anderer Christen Häuser Wein trinken, jedennoch aber allezeit genau darauf sehen, daß sie 






a de facto/de jure distinction that allowed him to argue for the prohibition on Jewish 
hospitality to Christians despite clear evidence to the contrary:  
Was die Frage anbelanget/ ob den Juden erlaubet sey/ einen Christen in ihr Haus zu gaste 
zu laden? So könte man wol in die Gedancken gerathen/daß es ihnen erlaubt seyn müsse/ 
weil die Erfahrung bezeuget/ daß solches bißweilen bey einem und anderen geschehe. 
Aber es ist zu wissen/ daß solche Juden wider ihrer Rabbinen ausdrückliches Verbot 
handeln/ dan in des Rabbi Lipmanns Sepher Nizzachon, numero 346. also geschrieben 
stehet…Ein jeder der einen Goi zu Gaste ladet/ und giebt ihm zu essen und zu trincken/ 
der verursachet/ daß seine Kinder in das exilium oder Elend kommen/ und vertrieben 
werden (644-5).  
 
The language of the passage reveals Eisenmenger’s polemical intent to dissuade readers 
from an imagination of a hospitable Jewish table at which non-Jews were welcome. 
Although the lay reader “könte wohl in die Gedancken gerathen” that Jews show 
hospitality towards Christians, “es ist zu wissen” that this is not the case. The rejection of 
a conditional for a declarative verb constituted a demand to readers to ignore certain 
kinds of social evidence in favor of a more evocative, entrenched image of the Jewish 
table as an inhospitable site from which Christians were unequivocally excluded.  
 In maintaining the stock image of the misanthropic Jewish table in his 
investigation of Jewish hospitality, Eisenmenger trod on familiar argumentative ground. 
His discussion provides a clear indication of just how invested the authors of the 
literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell were in the imagination of Jewish commensal and by 
extension social practice as directed toward the goal of strict social separation between 
Jews and Christians. What is less obvious is the degree to which these authors were also 
deeply concerned about the idea of practicing commensality with Jews. While explicitly 
ascribing to the Jews an anxiety regarding social interaction between Jews and Christians 
at table, authors quietly exposed their own dread regarding the same issue. Indeed, fears 
regarding the consequences of eating with Jews seeped through the texts. Many authors, 




then sold to Christians, while others warned Christians to decline offers of Jewish home 
hospitality for the same reason.78 Calls on Christians to reject all forms of commensality 
with Jews frequently accompanied the coverage of Jewish commensal practice in the 
texts.79 Thus it is essential to note that it was a shared anxiety about commensality that 
actually united the authors of the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell and the Jewish 
sources they were examining. While authors denounced the Jews for their reluctance to 
eat with Christians, it would appear that the sentiment was mutual: the exchange made 
possible by the partaking of a common meal and the broader social implications of these 
kinds of interactions between Jews and Christians remained a subject of deep unease for 
both Christians and Jews well into the modern period.  
 In this discussion, I have argued that commensality laws encode the bonds of 
community, where the question of who eats with whom conveys in alimentary terms the 
insider/outsider status of an individual in a social or religious body. In the early modern 
literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell, authors seized on the topic of commensality as 
evidence of the Jews’ antipathy for Christians and desire to maintain themselves as an 
exclusive social and religious community. This gloss of Jewish table practice anticipates 
later developments on the topic in the modern German context. In the emancipation 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
78 “Aber sihet ihr Christen/die ihr so gern mit den Jüden essen/wie sie mit dem Fleisch hantieren/ihre 
Kinder müssen dasselbe für erst wol besudeln/auch wol berotzen und bebrunzen/und sagen darzu/die Gojim 
sollen daran fressen misse missethone, das ist/unheilsame Kranckheiten/oder de gewissen todt. Diß mercket 
ihr Christen/die ihr so gern mit den Jüden esset/und ihnen das Fleisch abkauffet/so sie geschlachtet haben.” 
Hess 107. 
	  
79 “Derowegen ich auch dich/lieber Christ/trewlich gewarnet haben wil/daß du dich der losen Juden 
müssigst/unnd mit ihrem Thun/Essen/Trincken/und anderen Sachen/nichts zuschaffen habest.” Schwab 
178. “Wer wolte aber gern mit einem Juden essen/und ihm Ursach geben/daß er Gott um Verzeihung 
solcher vermeinten Sünde anruffen müsse?...Deswegen ist in dem Concilio Agathensi ganz wohl gethan 
worden/daß man darinnen verboten hat/mit den Juden zu essen…Es sollen hinführo alle Geistliche und 
Weltliche der Juden Mahlzeiten meiden…dann weil sie nicht bey den Christen von einerley Speise essen/so 
ist es unrecht/und der heiligen Verordnung nachtheilig/daß ihre Speisen von den Christen genossen werden 




debate of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, for example, commentators questioned 
whether the Jews could ever fully meld into German society. Opponents of Jewish 
emancipation frequently cited in this context the Jewish propensity to keep separate 
tables as a sign of their refusal to integrate. The image of the exclusive Jewish table 
became especially resonant in the culture of sociability, as I will argue in Chapter 2. The 
sociable institutions of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century—salons, clubs, 
reading groups, and table societies—often included the feature of the common meal, and 
critics argued whether the Jews, with their history of anti-sociality, could ever fully 
partake of these new sociable table cultures. The history of the Jewish salon shows, 
moreover, that shared tables did in fact lead to shared beds. The rise of social interactions 
between Jews and Christians and the increased rates of intermarriage became a source of 
anxiety in the context of the Jewish salon and grew as a topic of concern in the nineteenth 
century. In Chapter 4, I will demonstrate how the early modern equation of alimentary 
and sexual ethics functioned in a modern context, namely in considerations of Jewish 
table and sexual conduct in Thomas Mann’s Wälsungenblut. Throughout these 
investigations, I intend to show that the myth of the hostile Jewish table had a powerful 
afterlife in the cultural life of the modern era indeed, well beyond the period in which the 
majority of Germany’s Jews actually observed the practice of separate tables. 
 
Jewish Immoderation and the World of Material Delights 
Considerations of Jewish table practice in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell 
extended far beyond investigations of commensality. Authors were equally interested in 




if any, did they espouse? Whereas discussions of commensality had largely revolved 
around notions of prohibition, i.e. the various interdictions imposed on the Jews by their 
ritual law that dictated with whom they could and could not eat, considerations of 
practices of consumption entailed in contrast an examination of more nuanced issues such 
as alimentary mode and measure, proper codes of table conduct and the ethics of eating.80 
As the following discussion will argue, a general attitude prevailed in the texts that the 
Jews had an improper ethics of consumption. The nature of the impropriety was seen as 
twofold. First, authors accused the Jews of eating and drinking far too much. This 
imagination of Jewish immoderation—in essence, a charge of inappropriate measure—
was widespread in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell. Second, authors questioned the 
inordinate amount of satisfaction the Jews seemed to take in worldly delights, chief 
among them the material pleasures of food and drink. The notion of Jewish materialism 
constituted another feature of the imagination of the Jewish table as authors accused the 
Jews of overestimating the significance of the material world of the body to the detriment 
of the immaterial world of the spirit. The lines of critique pursued on this topic are 
significant, moreover, in how they mirror parallel discussions of Christian alimentary 
ethics that were also conducted in the same general period.  
 Investigations into alimentary ethics took place frequently in the literature of 
jüdisches Ceremoniell, particularly in those manuscripts that took interest in the table 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
80 In making this point, I invoke the distinction Foucault draws in his volumes on the history of sexuality 
between the prohibitions and interdictions established vis-à-vis sexual conduct in the legal code and the 
various elaborations and stylizations of sexual behavior articulated in ethical codes of conduct. The authors 
of the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell were very interested in the idea of a Jewish ethics of 
consumption, as the following discussion will show. See Michel Foucault, The Use of Pleasure: Volume 2 





behavior of the Jews at their ordinary daily meal.81 The attention devoted in these 
contexts to mundane topics such as the proper washing of hands, serving of food, 
placement of utensils on the table, chewing of meat and disposal of bones, etc. is 
remarkable and raises the question: why would such banal matters hold any interest for 
the authors? The prominence of the topic can only be understood when contextualized 
within the broader significance of alimentary themes in the time period at which the 
authors wrote their accounts. The ethics of table conduct comprised an essential 
component of the affective life of Europeans throughout the medieval and early modern 
era, as Norbert Elias has argued in his work on the civilizing process. It was not only, as 
Elias states, that eating and drinking played a more central role in social life then than in 
the modern era.82 It was also that alimentary matters figured more prominently in efforts 
to define both self and other. Codes of table conduct helped individuals not only in their 
attempts at self-fashioning, where polite table behavior functioned as an outward 
expression of civilité, but also in their efforts to create distinctions between members of 
different social or national groups, as appropriate behavior could distinguish the 
nobleman from the commoner and ultimately the civilized from the uncivilized man.83  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
81 Some relevant chapter titles include Kirchner, “Von der Juden Verrichtung nach gehaltenen Morgen-
Gebet; und insonderheit von ihrer Aufführung bey Tisch” (40), and Schwab, “Wie sich der Jud zur Mittags 
Mahlzeit disponirt und bereitet” (157). 
	  
82 “Das Mittelalter hat uns eine Fülle von Mitteilungen über das hinterlassen, was man jeweils als 
gesellschaftsfähiges Verhalten betrachtete. Auch hier spielten die Vorschriften für das Verhalten beim 
Essen eine besondere Rolle. Essen und Trinken standen noch in ganz anderem Maße im Mittelpunkt des 
geselligen Lebens als heute, wo sie—oft, nicht immer—mehr den Rahmen und die Einleitung für 
Unterhaltung und geselliges Beieinander bilden.” Norbert Elias, Über den Prozeß der Zivilisation: 
Soziogenetische und psychogenetische Untersuchungen. Erster Band: Wandlungen des Verhaltens in den 
weltlichen Oberschichten des Abendlandes (Amsterdam: Suhrkamp Taschenbuch Verlag, 1997), 167-8. 
	  




 When confronted with the extensive presentations of Jewish table conduct in the 
literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell, then, it is crucial to invoke the larger context—
namely, the paramount importance attached to alimentary concerns in Christian spheres 
in the early modern period and the investment of even the most minute details of table 
practice with moral and social significance. Table conduct was understood as a highly 
ethical matter, as an examination of one exemplary presentation of Jewish table conduct 
reveals. In his Synagoga Judaica (1603), Buxtorf included an entire chapter on the 
typical table behavior of the average Jew at his ordinary, i.e. non-festive meal (“Das VII. 
Capit: Wie sich die Juden gemeinlich uber dem Essen verhalten”). Buxtorf’s position on 
the question of Jewish alimentary ethics was a contradictory one. On the one hand, he 
acknowledged the complex set of ethics governing table conduct in the Jewish tradition. 
So, for example, he presented in neutral terms the different prayers of thanks offered by 
the Jews for their food and drink, tacitly acknowledging the piety they showed for God at 
table. In similarly dispassionate language Buxtorf described Jewish table ethics of a more 
social nature, for example the requirement that the poor should always be welcomed and 
given to eat at the Jewish table. Finally, he recounted a number of Jewish teachings 
related to the ethics of consumption itself. These precepts by and large invoked the moral 
imperative of moderation. Some examples relayed by Buxtorf from Jewish sources 
include the command to eat with restraint (“man soll sich nicht zu viel satt essen,” 271), 
to behave chastely at table (“uber dem Essen soll jederman gar züchtig seyn,” 270), and 
to recognize the ultimate insignificance of the material matters of food and drink (“Ein 
frommer Bydermann soll auch uber Tisch gedencken/ wie es so ein eytel un vergenglich 




 Thus Buxtorf presented the Jewish table as a site guided by ethical precepts to 
which he scarcely could have objected. Indeed, the values of the Jewish table recounted 
by Buxtorf closely resemble the ethical concerns espoused in various Christian 
Tischzuchten from the same general time period—to thank God for gifts of food and 
drink, to behave in a mannerly fashion at table, and to consume in moderation, among 
other things.84 Buxtorf’s presentation was not without polemic intent, however. In the 
final pages of the chapter he made his critique of Jewish table conduct explicit when he 
lamented that the Jews were far more interested in the perfunctory execution of their 
ritual law than in an actual table ethics based in true morality:  
In Summa/ sie…schreiben ernstlich darvon/ daß man nichts auff dieser Welt geniessen 
und nutzen soll/ ohn vorgehende Lob und Dancksagungen zu Gott. Und wer etwas nutzet/ 
und lobt Gott nicht darumb/ der wird ein Räuber genennet/ der Gott unbillicher weise 
seiner Gaaben und Gütern beraubet. Dieser Brauch ist bey ihnen zu loben/ wann er nur 
mit rechter Andacht des Herzens geschieht/ sie halten aber in diesem/ wie in allem/ viel 
mehr auff das eusserlich Werck/ und setzen alle Krafft und Würdigkeit nur in die Wörter/ 
Wann die gesprochen/ ists alles gut (279-80, emphasis mine). 
 
Buxtorf employed here a familiar argument regarding the perceived externality and hence 
insufficiency of Jewish piety. The obligatory thanks that the Jews offered to God did not 
constitute true devotion in Buxtorf’s gloss of their table rituals; their extreme attention to 
ritual could not serve as an adequate substitution for a faith-based table ethics. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
84 One finds strong parallels between Buxtorf’s presentation of Jewish table practice and Hans Sachs’ well-
known Tischzucht of 1534, for example. Both begin with with reference to hand washing—in Sachs’ case, 
a command to do so (“Hör mensch so du zü tisch wil gon/ Dein hend soltu gewaschen han”), and in 
Buxtorf’s, a lengthy description of Jewish hand washing rituals. The texts then subsequently address the 
prayers that must be offered before commencement of the meal and the specific manner in which the bread 
is to be broken (Sachs: “Das brot schneyd nit an deiner prust/ das geschniten brot oder weck/ Mit deinen 
henden nit verdeck;” Buxtorf: “Und nimpt der Haußvatter…/den Leib-brot in die Hand/ thut an der Seiten 
ein Schnitt darein…/schneidet aber nicht gar durch/ legt es nider/ und decket beyde Hände darauff” 264-5). 
Both poem and text address specific issues of table manners, for example in a warning not to speak while 
one is eating: (Sachs: “Red nit mit vollem mundt;” Buxtorf: “Weil man isset und noch Speise im Maul hat/ 
soll man nichts redden” 272). And both texts, finally, conclude with a description of the prayers offered at 
the end of the meal whereby Jews and Christians thank God for the food and drink they have just 





The belief that the Jews had a faulty set of alimentary ethics was in fact 
widespread in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell. Running counter to the relatively 
neutral presentations of the Jewish Tischzucht as contained in Buxtorf’s Synagoga 
Judaica, this more prevalent argument maintained that the Jews were in fact unethical 
consumers, a people without a judicious code of alimentary conduct whose main 
behavior vis-à-vis food and drink consisted of immoderate consumption. The catch 
phrase employed in this imagination of Jewish table practice was the highly popular 
collocation “fressen und sauffen.” Appearing in texts from as early as the first half of the 
sixteenth century, the collocation became a constant feature in depictions of Jewish 
consumption.85 Word choice alone indicates the line of argument authors pursued in their 
representation of Jewish table practice. The exchange of the neutral verbs ‘essen and 
‘trinken’ for the contentious terms ‘fressen’ and ‘saufen’ injected a clear polemic into the 
characterization of the Jewish table, with the latter terms signaling the gloss of Jewish 
eating and drinking practices as a form of excess, gluttony or vice. The use of ‘fressen’ 
indicated further the degree to which authors were inclined to situate Jewish alimentary 
practice in the semantic field of animal behavior and to implicitly contrast it on this basis 
with the realm of civilized man. Variations on the collocation—such as ‘schlemmen und 
demmen,’ ‘schlemmen und prassen,’ and ‘sauffen und prassen’86—transmitted similar 
polemic intent, namely to frame Jewish consumption as outside the boundaries of normal 
eating patterns and lacking restraint and judiciousness. Contained within a simple phrase, 
then, was a serious moral judgment and critique of Jewish alimentary practice. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
85 I have found the phrase in virtually every manuscript under consideration, including for example 
Christiani, Buxtorf, Hess, and Schudt.  
 




Lamentations over this deplorable “fressen und sauffen” occurred often 
throughout the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell but with no greater frequency than in 
descriptions of Purim. Other than Passover, this was the Jewish holiday that elicited 
perhaps the greatest criticism. Debauchery in matters of food and drink comprised the 
focal point of the critique as commentators censured the Jews for the unrestrained 
behavior and excessive festivity they practiced on the holiday. Hess described in 
disapproving terms, for example, how the Jews celebrated Purim: “[sie] schlemmen und 
sauffen gewaltig (dann kein Volck ist/ das so schreckliche Söffe thun kan/ als die Jüden)” 
(104). Bodenschatz also expressed disapproval for the alimentary practices conducted by 
the Jews on that day: “Nachmittags…fangen sie ihre…Purims Mahlzeit an, welches aber 
ordentliche Freß- und Saufmahle sind” (256). Buxtorf took a sardonic approach to the 
topic, expressing through sarcasm his disdain for Purim festive practices, in particular 
those relating to alcohol consumption: “es [sey] ein Mitzvah, Gebott und gut Werck/ sich 
an diesen tagen frölich zu machen/ zu zechen/ und sich zo voll zu trincken…/daß er nicht 
zehlen könne…Und diß gebott wird am aller fleissigsten gehalten” (566).  
 Why Purim would receive such attention from the authors is a question that 
requires further examination. The intense interest devoted to the holiday appeared to stem 
in large part from its structural equivalency with the Christian holiday of carnival. Like 
Passover, Purim was a Jewish holiday for which there existed a Christian mirror image. 
The examination of the Jewish holiday thus provided an opportunity for Christian authors 
to compare but largely contrast Jewish festive practices with their own, erecting a series 
of distinctions between the nature of Jewish and Christian festivity based largely on 




throughout the early modern period, was not without its inner tensions and constituted 
itself a cause of concern in Christian moralist writings from the period.87 It stands to 
reason, then, that Purim became a locus of critique as authors quietly projected anxiety 
regarding carnival immoderation onto the Jewish mirror image of the holiday.  
 The tendency to conceive of Purim as the Jewish version of carnival was virtually 
universal in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell. “Purim heyst die Faßnacht,” 
Margaritha stated unequivocally in 1530, and later authors would follow his lead in using 
the German word for carnival interchangeably for the Hebrew term.88 While the equation 
of the two holidays was to a large degree inappropriate—Purim and carnival, of course, 
in no way commemorate the same occasion—in other ways it was an apt comparison, for 
both Purim and carnival shared a similar logic and procedure.89 In both Jewish and 
Christian contexts, the respective holidays represented a kind of ‘world upside down’ in 
which the behavioral norms of society were temporarily suspended. An air of 
licentiousness reigned for those celebratory days in which revelers were free to flout the 
status quo and exercise creative license. Both Purim and carnival provided opportunities 
for a kind of unrestrained festivity, a festivity moreover that revolved largely around the 
inordinate consumption of food and drink. In both the Jewish and Christian contexts, the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
87 See for example Sebastian Brant’s discussion of “Faßnachtnarren” and carnival excess. Sebastian Brant, 
Das Narrenschiff. (Reclam, 2005), Ch.110b. In his critique of Christian practices of carnival, Brant 
fascinatingly compares Christian to Jewish piety in this regard and finds the former lacking: “Ich kann in 
Wahrheit das wohl sagen,/Daß weder Juden, Heiden, Tataren/Im Glauben schändlich so verfahren/Wie wir, 
die wir uns Christen nennen/Und wenig mit Werken dazu bekennen.” 
 
88 Thus Buxtorf wrote an entry entitled “Vom Fest Purim, der Juden Faßnacht” (561); Hess titled his 
chapter on Purim  “Von der Jüden Faßnacht” (104); and Bodenschatz’s chapter is similarly titled “Vom 
Purims- oder Fastnachstfeste (251). 
	  
89 On carnival, see Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
1984). On Purim in general and its relation to carnival, see Elliot Horowitz, Reckless Rites: Purim and the 





holiday represented the one time of year where gluttony and drunkenness were permitted, 
even required. In that sense, Purim and carnival both offered an escape clause from the 
ethical norms of eating and drinking that functioned throughout the rest of the year.  
The sanctioned nature of this alimentary excess notwithstanding, commentators 
were clearly concerned with the debauchery practiced on these celebratory days. 
Christian moralist writings from the early modern period took frequent aim at carnival 
excess and particularly the gluttony and drunkenness of carnival revelers.90 In the 
literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell, authors pursued a critique of Purim excess in similar 
terms but, however, with an interesting twist. It was not only that the Jews went to 
extremes in their celebration of Purim, authors argued, but that their drunkenness and 
gluttony in fact far exceeded the behavior of Christians at their carnival. Even in a 
carnivalesque context that permitted immoderation, the Jews overstepped the boundaries 
of that permissibility at Purim. Christiani implicitly compared carnival (appropriate) and 
Purim (inappropriate) festivity when he lamented how the Jews had made “aus der Faß-
Nachten eine rechte Fraß-Nachten.” Schudt made the contrast explicit when he compared 
Purim revelry to inappropriate Christian behavior at carnival: “es gehet daher/ wie bey 
unartigen Christen auff die Faßnacht/ da man frißt und saufft und alle Uppigkeit treibt 
(377, emphasis mine). Margaritha also compared Jewish and Christian carnivalesque 
practices and found the former far more licentious than the latter: “ist aber kayn volck/ so 
vol und thol als die juden an disem fest/ spilen/ essenn und trincken/ und das alles 
überflüssig…und seind vil narreter dann die Christen an irer faßnacht/ machen vil süsser 
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unnd seltsamer Speyß” (51). The irony of such a judgment should not go unnoticed: for 
the Jews were in excess of excess itself, as Margaritha declared, a dubious judgment that 
reflected a projection of internal carnival tensions onto the external foil of Jewish Purim. 
The charge of Jewish gluttony and drunkenness at Purim went beyond an 
accusation of mere immoderation, however. In a tractate devoted to a critique of the 
holiday, the convert Christiani expressed his deeper concerns. The problem was not only 
that the Jews ate and drank to excess, in Christiani’s analysis, but also that they 
outrageously believed that to do so was to honor God. This was the more damning 
charge, as Christiani argued: “[die Juden] meynen/ daß sie…mit Fressen und Sauffen 
ihrem Gott einen wolgefälligen Dienst leisten…Weil aber Gott/ wie allen Rechtgläubigen 
bekandt/ an Fressen und Sauffen keinen Gefallen hat” (Preface). The position was a 
significant one that would grow in importance as festive celebrations such as carnival and 
Purim came under increasing criticism in the passage from the early modern to the 
modern era. It constituted an aversion to the mixing of profane and sacred spheres that 
took place in carnivalesque practices and an objection to the notion that material pursuits 
could play a legitimate role in the practice of worship.91 To believe that piety could 
include such earthly matters of the table was to wildly overestimate the importance of the 
material realm. Christiani thus took the details of the Jews’ alimentary practice on Purim 
as evidence not only of their immoderation but also of their materialism—that is, their 
celebration and nurturance of the realm of the body to the detriment of world of the spirit. 
The semantic possibilities of the word ‘materialism’ are broad. Indeed, the term 
came in time to refer largely to Jewish economic behavior, i.e. the alleged great desire of 
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the Jews for money and the material goods that it could buy. In the literature of jüdisches 
Ceremoniell, however, the idea of Jewish materialism acquired key meaning via the 
semantic realm of the body as the ultimate seat of the material. Authors accused the Jews 
of the charge of materialism on the basis of their bodily practices, on their conduct vis-à-
vis food and drink as well as their sexual behaviors. Again, the allegation of materialism 
was made not just on the basis of the alleged immoderation of the Jews but also to the 
extent that they tainted spiritual, ‘high’ spheres with their corporeal, ‘low’ concerns.92  
This critique extended beyond the consideration of Purim into the examination of 
the Sabbath as well. Polemic coverage of the Sabbath in the literature of jüdisches 
Ceremoniell revolved around one central objection. Authors reacted with unease, namely, 
to the Jewish teaching that this holy day should be devoted at least in part to the pursuit 
of material pleasure as represented by a trio of earthy delights: food, sex and rest. 
Christiani’s claim—that God took no pleasure in the feasting and drinking of his 
subjects—echoed here as commentators disparaged the emphasis placed in Jewish 
traditions on the meal in Sabbath practice. Margaritha described the three Sabbath meals 
prescribed by ritual law and commented with sarcasm on the importance ascribed to these 
meals: “Haben darnach ein ordnung/ das sy am Sabbath tag dreymal an einem 
zügerichten tisch essen/ und diß halten sie für einen grossen gotsdienst” (20). The 
sardonic notes employed by Margaritha served to emphasize the perceived blindness of 
the Jews, that is their folly in seeking an alimentary, i.e. material route to God. Proper 
religious observance required a strict separation of matters holy and worldly and the 
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exclusion of the latter from practices of the former. Schudt clearly invoked this 
opposition between the world of the spirit and the realm of the body in his critique of the 
Sabbath:  
So religiöß die Juden in vielen Kleinigkeiten sind, so frey und irrig sind sie wiederumb, 
daß sie die gröste Sabbath-Feyer nicht allein in den Gottesdienst, sondern auch in 
leiblicher Wöllust und Zärtlichkeit des Leibes setzen: sie schlaffen des Schabbes länger 
als sonsten und gehen so früh nicht zur Synagog, Ehleute bedienen sich der Liebe, halten 
daher auch Hochzeit auf selbigen. Dann muss jeder Jud, Gott dem Allmächtigen zu 
Ehren, dreymal den Schabbes über, als Freytags Abends, Sonnabends Mittags und 
Abends Mahlzeit halten, dann es heisst, ein Sabbath der Wollust…(emphasis mine). 
 
As in the case of Margaritha, Jewish folly (‘so frey und irrig sind sie’) is described here 
as a form of materialism, i.e. an overestimation of the importance of the corporeal world 
and a contamination of spiritual matters with earthly concerns. 
 The imagination of Jewish corporeality—what one critic has called “the most 
hoary and hostile Christian platitude about Judaism and the Jews”93—existed long before 
the early modern period and functioned well into the modern era. It is not possible to 
provide a complete history of the trope in these pages. Instead I have offered a synchronic 
analysis of how the myth of Jewish materialism functioned in the texts and time period 
under consideration and as a direct byproduct of discussions of the Jewish table. In later 
chapters I will examine how tropes of Jewish materialism persisted in literary contexts in 
the modern era. I will argue, for example, that prominent Jewish intellectuals in the late 
eighteenth century tried to escape the taint of materialism in their defense of Jewish salon 
culture as more concerned with spiritual than material nourishment. I will show how 
Wilhelm Raabe employed antinomies of Jewish materialism and Christian idealism to 
elucidate the nature of Jewish difference, and how the poet Heinrich Heine responded in 
idiosyncratic fashion to the binary of Jewish matter and Christian spirit. The present 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




discussion is thus intended as a springboard for these subsequent investigations and as a 
baseline for assessing the tremendous significance of the trope of Jewish materialism in 
the European imagination of the Jews.  
 
Garlic and the Jewish Stench 
In the arsenal of unfavorable adjectives deployed in the literature of jüdisches 
Ceremoniell to describe the Jews, one term stands out in particular. Again and again, 
authors preferred the word ‘stinkend’ in their depictions. The semantic possibilities of the 
adjective were broad. It could be used in a generalized sense to describe Jewish belief, for 
example in Hess’ dismissal of Jewish theology as “ire stinckende garstrige Lügen” 
(Preface). The adjective could also be employed quite literally, however, to refer to actual 
malodor. Johannes Pfefferkorn commented on the foul odor of Jewish homes: “Nun sein 
(als ir gemeinlich seht) die heüser der Jude vast stincken.” In some cases, as when Johann 
Eisenmenger referred to the Jews simply as a “stinckendes Volk,” it is not entirely clear 
whether the term is to be taken literally or metaphorically. Nevertheless, it is no surprise 
that authors from the sixteenth to the eighteenth century would reach so consistently for 
the adjective. In doing so, they inscribed themselves in a long textual tradition of 
representing the Jews as ‘stinking.’ More importantly, these authors did not merely 
recycle long-standing imaginations of the Jews as malodorous but in fact created an 
updated version of this shibboleth. The following discussion provides a genealogical 
analysis of the notion of the ‘stinking Jews,’ showing how the idea of the Jewish stench 
became increasingly construed in alimentary terms in the literature of jüdisches 




texts under consideration, it also demonstrates how culinary and smell themes were used 
to construe differences between Jews and Christians in the early modern period.  
Like most myths, the legend of the so-called “Jewish stench” has a complex 
history. Scattered references to the unpleasant odor of the Jews exist from as early as the 
antique period. In an epigram from the first century, the poet Martial commented on the 
putrid breath of the Jews who fast during the Sabbath. In the late sixth century, the Latin 
poet Fortunatus wrote of a foul smell he deemed characteristic of the Jews. The particular 
coinage of the phrase foetor judaicus—the Latinate and pseudo-scientific term used from 
the early Middle Ages through the National Socialist period to denote the alleged foul 
odor of the Jews—has been traced back to a comment made by Marcus Aurelius 
concerning the “Judaeorum foetentium’ which the historian Ammianus Marcellinus 
recorded in his late fourth century history of the Roman Empire. Ironically, most scholars 
today believe that the Emperor was in fact misquoted.94  While certainly not insignificant, 
these few mentions of Jewish malodor did not yet however constitute a coherent legend 
about the Jews. It was only in the Middle Ages that the notion of the foetor judaicus 
consolidated into a central component of the medieval Christian imagination of the Jews.  
 In his classic work on the medieval conception of the Jew, Joshua Trachtenberg 
has described how the notion of the Jewish stench gained traction in the Middle Ages.95 
In popular medieval thought, smell constituted a diagnostic tool for discerning the 
presence of evil. Demon spirits were believed to emit putrid smells, and Satan was 
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95 See Joshua Trachtenberg, The Devil and the Jews: The Medieval Conception of the Jew and its Relation 




thought to betray his presence with a horrible stench. Popular belief also held that the 
Jews were in league with the devil. The tendency to ascribe a foul odor to the Jews 
reflected the perceived affiliation between the devil and the Jews in the medieval 
imagination, and the Jewish stench functioned in this context as an olfactory 
manifestation of Jewish wickedness. Closely tied to this conception was the notion that 
scent could function not only as an indicator of evil but also as a barometer of belief. 
According to medieval logic, both the impious and the pious distinguished themselves by 
their odors. Whereas the former were thought to give off a foul odor, the faith of the latter 
asserted itself in sweet fragrance. The alleged existence of the foetor judaicus thus 
confirmed the Jewish lack of belief in the Christian faith. Legends of Jewish baptism 
underscored this associative link between smell and belief. Tales from the period related 
how malodorous Jews lost their stench upon contact with baptismal waters and emanated 
an ambrosial fragrance thereafter. In such legends, odor functioned as a perceptible 
marker of difference between the Jewish unbeliever and the Christian believer.  
 The myth of the foetor judaicus persisted well beyond the medieval era, but not 
without undergoing significant permutations in the early modern period. The 
transformation may be described in broad strokes as follows: while the notion of the 
Jewish stench continued to feature in the literature on the Jews from the sixteenth to the 
eighteenth centuries, the existence of the noxious odor became gradually attributed not to 
unbelief but rather to the more prosaic fact of the Jewish diet, which was increasingly 
perceived in the European imagination to consist primarily of garlic and onions. This 




alleged prevalence of garlic in Jewish cuisine came over the gradual course of centuries 
to serve as the dominant explanation for the Jewish stench.  
 References to the culinary traditions of the Jews are somewhat infrequent in the 
literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell. The relative lack of interest in the details of the 
Jewish diet makes the occasions when the authors did address particular food items even 
more significant. Other than fish, garlic was the only food staple that authors addressed in 
any detail. That garlic would become a feature of their analyses of Jewish food and drink 
is not surprising, however, given the longstanding imagination of the Jewish diet as rich 
in garlic as well as onions. In her study of garlic as a feature of anti-Jewish polemic, 
Maria Diemling has traced the associative link between garlic and the Jews to sources 
from as early as the biblical period.96 Particularly Ashkenazi Jews were known for the 
use of garlic in their cuisine, and in fact the three Ashkenazi communities of Speyer, 
Worms and Mainz were known by the acronym “Shum,” the Hebrew word for garlic.97 A 
sixteenth century portrait of a member of one of these communities depicts a Jewish man 
carrying a sack of money in one hand and a bulb of garlic in the other, an iconographic 
indication of the link between garlic and the Jews in the European imagination (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. A Jewish man from Worms. From 
“Thesaurus picturarum” of Mark zum Lamm (1544-1606).  
 
It was Johannes Buxtorf in his Synagoga Judaica (1603) who first addressed the 
alleged Jewish practice of garlic consumption in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell. 
He ascribed two particular meanings to the eating of garlic in Jewish alimentary practice. 
The first reference occurred in his investigation of the Sabbath, where he claimed that the 
Jews especially liked to have sexual intercourse on the Sabbath and added: “Darumb 
essen sie Knoblauch vor dem Sabbath/ daß sie desto manhaffter seyen” (351). In 
Buxtorf’s analysis, the Jews eat garlic not so much for its particular taste but rather for its 
ability to increase sexual potency in men. The proclivity for garlic arises thus out of the 
Jews’ knowledge of its salutary and aphrodisiacal powers. In a subsequent chapter, 
however, Buxtorf returned to the subject again and offered a very different interpretation 
of the consumption of garlic in the Jewish tradition:  
Knoblauch ist ein bedeutunge auff ihre Feinde/ daß die sollen von der Erden abgeschnitte 
und vertilget werde. Dann Knoblauch/ oder viel mehr Schnittlauch/ heisset auf 




Knoblauch geessen haben/ sagen sie/ Jichretu soneenu Es sollen abgeschnitten werden/ 
alle die uns gehass seind (518).  
 
In this later analysis, the Jews eat garlic primarily for its symbolic significance. The word 
itself contains reference to the action of cutting, and the Jews eat it to indicate their desire 
for the extermination of their enemies. Nor was Buxtorf alone in offering this line of 
interpretation of the Jewish proclivity for garlic. The notion that the Jews ate the bulb in 
order to express their hatred for Christians surfaced in later texts including Kirchner’s 
Jüdisches Ceremoniell and Samuel Friedrich Brenz’s Judischer abgestreiffter 
Schlangenbalg.98 
  It is important to note that these remarks on garlic did not contain any references 
to the unpleasant smell of the bulb or to any foul odor the Jews might give off as a result 
of eating it. It was not until relatively late that the notion of the so-called Jewish stench 
and the imagination of the Jews as excessive garlic eaters fused so that the latter became 
the explanation of the former. In Jüdische Merckwürdigkeiten (1714-18), Johann Schudt 
linked the two alleged facts in an extended inquiry into the topic of the foetor judaicus. 
Schudt devoted an entire chapter to the topic of the Jewish stench: “Cap. XX, Von der 
Franckfurter und anderer Juden Gestanck (344).” He began with the flat assumption of 
the premise of the foetor judaicus: “Daß die Juden insgemein einen üblen Geruch und 
Gestanck haben…wird niemand läugnen” (344). The statement raised the central 
question of the chapter: “So entstehet dann nicht unbillig die Frage: Woher doch solcher 
Gestanck der Juden seinen Ursprung habe?” (344).  
What followed the query was a consideration of a number of hypotheses for the 
cause of the Jewish stench that may be subsumed into two major groups: arguments made 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




on the basis of theological/religious or social/secular logic. Schudt considered the former 
type of speculations first, presenting an argument that framed the Jewish stench as a 
punishment visited upon the Jews for their murder of Christ. He also considered a related 
notion, namely that the Jews committed ritual murder in order to procure Christian blood, 
the application of which dispelled their characteristic foul odor. Schudt made his position 
on these claims clear via deliberate word choice. On the notion of the Jewish stench as 
punishment, for example, he wrote: “es verfallen hier einige auff Fabeln/als ob alle 
Juden/weil sie Christum getödtet/mit einem sonderbahren Gestanck belegt worden” (344, 
emphasis mine). In both cases, the author expressed an obvious disregard for the 
arguments made, evincing clear skepticism for hypotheses made on theological/religious 
grounds.  
In dismissing arguments that had served in prior centuries as credible 
explanations of the Jewish stench, Schudt declared an intellectual stance that oriented 
itself away from the medieval discourse of the foetor judaicus. Clearly unpersuaded by 
these claims but nevertheless convinced of the existence of the Jewish stench, he turned 
the discussion instead towards two more ‘modern’ propositions that he ultimately 
accepted as the root causes for Jewish malodor. The first constituted an accusation of 
poor hygiene: comparing the household management practices of the Jews to the 
Christians in the German-speaking lands, Schudt deemed the former insufficient and 
considered that the uncleanliness of the Jews might be the cause of their foul odor. It was 
the second proposition, however—namely the alleged propensity of the Jews to eat 
copious amounts of garlic—that ultimately became for Schudt the most compelling 




Knoblauch/dessen die Teutsche und Polnische Juden gar viel essen/und dahero so einen 
starcken üblen Geruch von sich geben” (350).  
 Both the accusation of poor hygiene and the charge of excessive garlic 
consumption may be characterized as arguments of a secular nature. Schudt’s inclination 
to seek the grounds for the foetor judaicus in social practice rather than theological 
contention marked a departure from the medieval discourse on the Jewish stench and 
reflected the degree to which the negative imagination of the Jews as ‘garlic eaters’ had 
entered into early modern writings on the Jews. So too did his ensuing discussion of the 
reasons for the alleged Jewish habit of garlic consumption reflect a distinctly secular 
orientation to the topic. Considering why the Jews should indulge so heavily in the 
practice of garlic consumption, Schudt contemplated three possible explanations, two of 
which strongly resembled the arguments of Buxtorf made approximately one hundred 
years prior. The first framed the custom as a deliberately anti-Christian practice. The 
second cast the habit as a salutary practice with clear health benefits. The third 
explanation was new in its ethnographic orientation, however, and considered the 
consumption of garlic as a matter of Jewish culinary tradition: “denn gleich wie auch ihre 
Alt-Vätter in Egypten/so aus dem IV. Buch Mosis C. XI, 5. zu ersehen/des Knoblauchs 
gar begierig waren/also essen sie solchen annoch häuffig” (350). In his examination of 
these three explanations, Schudt again evinced an inclination for arguments based in 
secular logic, eschewing the first polemic hypothesis of garlic consumption as an anti-
Christian practice in favor of the latter two more practical explanations.  
Schudt’s discussion of the foetor judaicus in Jüdische Merckwürdigkeiten marked 




for the myth in favor of more prosaic explanations, he shifted the discourse on the Jewish 
stench from religious to secular terrain. Assuming an ethnographic stance, Schudt found 
cause for the foetor judaicus in the social practices of the Jews residing in the German-
speaking lands. It is in this context that the notion of the Jewish stench and the 
imagination of the Jewish culinary tradition were fused together. In ascribing the 
existence of the foetor judaicus to the imagined facts of the Jewish diet, Schudt narrowed 
the scope of the charge of the Jewish malodor. No longer a generalized stench—an 
olfactory manifestation of unbelief—the foetor judaicus was cast in Schudt’s analysis as 
the specific odor of garlic resulting from the excessive employment of the bulb in Jewish 
cuisine.  
The legend of the foetor judaicus constituted an enduring feature of the Christian 
imagination of the Jews from as early as the antique period through the early modern era 
and well into modern times. The myth of the foetor judaicus also directly contributed to 
the representation of Jewish cuisine as having an unpleasant odor and taste. Puerile as 
these charges might appear, they were by no means incidental. The significance of the 
imagination of the malodorous Jews can only be appreciated when contextualized within 
the larger framework of the polemic use of olfactory tropes in the discourse of cultural 
encounter. Indeed, the theme of smell has served time and again as a marker of difference 
by which a majority culture attempts to distinguish itself from a minority culture. 
Examples of this polemic strategy abound. The historian Alain Corbin has demonstrated, 
for example, how smell became a marker of social and ethnic difference in nineteenth 
century France.99 Contemporary discourse repeatedly classified non-European peoples as 
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well as the lower social classes as malodorous and used this characterization to assert 
inherent differences between the French and the non-French, the rich and the poor. 
Another scholar has shown in contrast how smell-based slurs have functioned in the 
American context, specifically in the history of immigration to the United States and in 
the denunciation of ethnic cuisine as malodorous in twentieth century American 
literature.100 These two examples only begin to suggest the significance of olfactory 
tropes in descriptions of cultural encounter and the frequent use of scent-based polemics 
in the efforts of one cultural, religious or racial group to assert superiority over another.  
The career of the myth of the foetor judaicus may be understood in this 
framework as perhaps the most outstanding example of the polemic use of smell to 
‘other’ a minority culture.101 Commentators used themes of scent to mark the Jews as 
religiously and ethnically other than Christians. In its inscription of this otherness onto 
the body of the Jew, moreover, the legend may be understood as proto-racist in nature. 
Indeed, as I will demonstrate in subsequent chapters, the myth of the Jewish stench 
acquired increasingly racial dimensions from the eighteenth to the twentieth centuries. 
Starting as early as the late 1700s, when German Jews began to acculturate to bourgeois 
social norms by shaving their beards and adopting Western garb, critics of Jewish 
assimilation seized upon the foetor judaicus as an inherent feature of the Jewish race that 
no amount of eau de cologne could wash away. In Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, I will show 
how this updated version of the legend functioned in the discourse of “der jüdische 
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101 For an additional good discussion of the Jewish stench as a form of polemic ‘othering,’ see Jay Geller, 
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Elegant,” i.e. the assimilated, cultivated modern Jew to whom critics nevertheless denied 
the right to participate in high intellectual culture.  
	  
Blood, Ritual Murder and the Jewish Table 
In their examinations of Jewish alimentary behavior, the authors of the literature 
of jüdisches Ceremoniell considered one final topic of paramount importance. They 
questioned, namely, the role of blood in Jewish table practice. What was the status of 
blood in Jewish dietary law? More specifically, did the Jews consume blood for ritual 
purposes? What was the role of the Jewish table, moreover, as the site at which blood was 
consumed or even shed? These were questions that occupied not only the attention of the 
authors of the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell. They were of course central to the 
Christian imagination of the Jews from the medieval to the modern period. Indeed, the 
notion of Jewish blood consumption formed a critical component of the blood libel, the 
most serious accusation leveled against the Jews in European history. As is well known, 
the ritual murder charge held that the Jews murdered Christian children as part of the 
reenactment of the crucifixion of Christ and used the blood of their victims for ritual 
purposes.102 A number of central components of the myth place the blood libel firmly in 
the alimentary realm: first, the widespread belief that the Jews committed the crime of 
ritual murder specifically during Easter and/or Passover time as part of their Passover 
rituals; two and related, that they baked the blood acquired through ritual murder into the 
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Passover matzos that they then consumed during the Seder meal; and three, that the table 
was the site at which either the murder was committed and/or the blood of the Christian 
child consumed. 
The blood libel constitutes a particularly perverted version of the Christian 
imagination of the Jewish table. The charge also represents the most significant case of 
fact versus fiction in the imagination of Jewish alimentary behavior, for the essential 
details of the myth contradict two basic facts of Jewish alimentary practice. First, the 
legend of ritual murder maintained that the Jews ate or drank Christian blood when in 
fact Jewish dietary law strictly prohibits the consumption of blood of any kind. Second, 
the narrative and iconography of the blood libel fixed the table as the site of bloodshed 
when of course, due to the prohibition on blood in Jewish alimentary practice, the Jewish 
table must remain completely absent of blood. How, then, could the fictitious imagination 
of the Jews as blood consumers and the Jewish table as a site of bloodshed be reconciled 
with the actual facts of Jewish alimentary behavior?  
The treatment of the blood libel in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell was 
complicated by an additional fact: outright accusations of ritual murder were somewhat 
unusual in the manuscripts, likely because the charge itself was in decline by the second 
half of the sixteenth century. As the historian R. Po-Chia Hsia has shown through 
quantitative analysis, the trajectory of the ritual murder charge in Europe comprised three 
distinct phases.103 With the first case documented in England in 1148, the frequency of 
accusations gradually increased in the Middle Ages and reached an apex in the fifteenth 
and sixteenth centuries in the German-speaking lands of Central Europe. By the second 
half of the sixteenth century the blood libel was already in decline in these regions, and 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




the number of accusations remained low throughout the early modern era only to then 
suddenly increase around the turn of the twentieth century. The flourishing of the genre 
of jüdisches Ceremoniell coincided in rough terms with the ebb in ritual murder 
accusations that Hsia has documented from the late sixteenth century onwards, and the 
consideration of the topic in the volumes reflected in many ways the tenuous status of the 
charge in the period. Thus while a number of authors remained silent on the topic104—in 
itself an indication of the degree to which the blood libel had fallen out of favor in 
learned discourse—other texts such as Jüdisches Ceremoniell and Entdecktes Judenthum 
offered highly vexed accounts of the issue, with authors (and in the former case editors) 
caught between a desire to affirm the veracity of the charge and an awareness of the low 
esteem in which the blood libel was held in contemporary official spheres.105 
In this discussion, I approach the topic of ritual murder in elliptical fashion, one 
that however corresponds with the elliptical treatment of the charge in the texts under 
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need Christian blood to dispel their Jewish stench. See Hsia, The Myth of Ritual Murder for a discussion of 
the significance of Margaritha’s silence on the topic of ritual murder, 148-151. 
	  
105 Jüdisches Ceremoniell presents a fascinating example of these tensions. The author, Paul Christian 
Kirchner, alleged Jewish practices of ritual murder outright via his discussion of Jewish childbirth rituals: 
“Sie geben der kreiffenden Frauen ein gedörrtes Blut/welches von eines unschuldig-ermördten Christen-
Kindes Blut seyn soll, daß sie ihrer Barbarischen Gewohnheit zu Folge/an ihren Oster Tagen 
unmenschlicher Weise ermordet haben. Denn die ersten 2. Oster-Nächte, wann sie ihre gemeldte 
Ceremonien verrichtet haben, pflegen sie ein Körnlein davon zu sich zu nehmen” (151). Kirchner’s 
manuscript eventually underwent a substantial edit by the Hebraist Paul Jugendres, however, who disputed 
Kirchner’s charge in a very lengthy footnote that began thus: “Mit dieser Beschuldigung hätte der Autor zu 
Hauß bleiben können” (150). On the complex interplay between (Jewish convert) author and (Christian 
Hebraist) editor vis-à-vis the charge of ritual murder, see Carlebach, 208-9. In the case of Entdecktes 
Judenthum, Eisenmenger’s remarks on ritual murder constitute a spectacular case of equivocation. 
Competing avowals and disavowals of the charge operate in the text not to resolve the question of ritual 
murder but rather to complicate it further, as for example in this one representative passage: Es könte also 
hierauß geurtheilet werden/daß den Juden in dieser Sach unrecht geschehe sey/ sonderlich weil in den 
Büchern Mosis/ als Genes. 9.v.4 und Levit 7.v.26.27 und 17.14 wie auch Deuter. 12. V. 23.24.25 [Blut] so 
scharf verbotten ist. Dieweil aber von vielen wackeren authoribus ist geschrieben worden/daß die Juden der 
Christen Blut brauchen/ welche es mit Exempeln erwiesen haben/die von denselben getödtete Kinder auch 
meistens auff Ostern seynd umbgebracht worden/so kann mann dagegen muthmassen/ daß nicht alles 





consideration. That is to say, I argue that the textual locus of the imagination of ritual 
murder in the volumes is paradoxically not the actual overt considerations of the issue but 
rather the seemingly unrelated examinations of certain aspects of Jewish dietary practice. 
The discourse of ritual murder was actually suspended between the consideration of two 
issues in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell: first, the practice of ritual slaughter and 
discussion of the role of blood in Jewish dietary law, and second, the question of ritual 
sacrifice and the imagination of the table as the site of sacrifice in the Jewish tradition. It 
was largely indirectly, via these issues of slaughter and sacrifice, that authors approached 
the charge of ritual murder and interrogated its plausibility.  
Considerations of the role of blood in Jewish alimentary practice in the literature 
of jüdisches Ceremoniell were frequent and highly complex. The laws of kashrut, of 
course, are entirely unambiguous on the topic and forbid the consumption of blood of any 
kind. Nevertheless, many authors construed the ban on blood consumption in Jewish 
dietary laws in terms of an interpretive paradox. They did so largely on the basis of their 
investigations of the practice of ritual slaughter. Indeed, of all aspects of Jewish dietary 
law, it was the practice of shechita that most absorbed the interest of the authors of the 
literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell. Discussions of shechita occur in virtually all 
representative texts of the genre from the early sixteenth to the mid-eighteenth century. 
While there was a certain degree of variety to the various issues of food and drink that the 
authors chose to discuss in their manuscripts, there was no alimentary subject matter 
covered with more consistency and regularity than ritual slaughter. The conundrum 
detected by authors in their coverage of the practice had to do with the seemingly 




practice of ritual slaughter. The logic underlying this perceived contradiction went 
something as follows: on the one hand, the Jews declared their extreme aversion to blood 
consumption through that precept of their dietary law which expressly prohibited the 
eating or drinking of the substance. On the other hand, one of their most important 
alimentary practices, i.e. ritual slaughter, required the demonstrative spillage of blood and 
subsequent performance of ritual activities with the substance. In the eyes of many 
commentators, indeed, the Jews seemed to be constantly manipulating, engaging and 
interacting with blood, a fact that seemed to undermine the veracity of the blood ban in 
Jewish dietary law. This complex dynamic must be investigated in more detail.  
One measure of the significance of the topic of ritual slaughter lies in the 
frequency with which illustrations of the practice appeared in the texts, for example in the 
two eighteenth century works Kirchliche Verfassung and Jüdisches Ceremoniell. The 
pictorial depiction of shechita contained in the latter text reveals much about the 
paradoxical role played by blood in the Christian imagination of Jewish ritual slaughter. 
Entitled “Von Schächten und Zubereitung der Speisen,” (Figure 4), the illustration shows 
a courtyard in which a number of slaughtered animals hang upside down. In close 
proximity to the courtyard awaits a kitchen, where a side of meat lies on a table being 
cleaned and soaked. In the foreground of the picture, a number of Jews stand around an 
animal as one man administers the ritual cut to the beast’s throat. The vertical stream of 
blood running from the slaughterer’s hand into a pool in the ground constitutes the focal 
point of the depiction. The illustration demonstrates in an iconographic format the 
conundrum that authors addressed in their investigations of ritual slaughter. If the Jews 




consumption of blood were forbidden in Jewish dietary law, moreover, why did their 
alimentary practices involve so many ritual activities with the substance? The 
uncomfortable proximity of slaughter yard and kitchen table in the illustration captures 
particularly well the contradiction many authors found in the ostentatious shedding of 
blood in ritual slaughter on the one hand and the strict prohibition on blood consumption 
at the Jewish table on the other.  
 
Figure 4: “Von Schächten und Zubereitung der Speisen,” illustration from Paul Johann Kirchner’s 
Jüdisches Ceremoniell.  
 
 
The chapter on ritual slaughter in Buxtorf’s Synagoga Judaica reflects on a 




cite at length from Buxtorf’s description of shechita in order to demonstrate the centrality 
of blood themes in his presentation of ritual slaughter: 
Dem grossen Viehe…schneiden [sie] demnach die Gurgel unnd Schlund ab in einem 
schnitt oder zug/beschawen bald das Messer ob es keine Scharten uberkommen habe/ 
dann von der Scharten wurde das Viehe erschrecken/ und das Blüt sich zum Herzen 
versamlen/ daß es nicht gar außblüten möchte/ wurde dadurch das Viehe Asur und 
verbotten seyn zu essen… 
Anderer Thieren Blüt vergraben sie auch/ darumb/ daß die Erden sich geöffnet/ und des 
frommen Abels Blüt verschlucket/ alß er vom Cain erschlagen ward. Auch/ sagt der 
Author des Metzger-büchlins hab ich im Büch Chasidim gefunde/ man verdecke das Blüt 
darumb/…daß der Satan nicht sehen und mercken soll/ daß ein Todschlag begangen 
worden… 
Nach dem das grosse Viehe geschlachtet/ nemmen sie alle Adern und Nerven herauß…/ 
legens ins Wasser/ unnd lassens wol weichen und außwäschen/ wäschens auß sauberem 
Wasser ab/ das alles Blütiges hinweg komme/ legens auf ein Brett/ das alles Blütiges 
abtrieffe/ salzens darnach in ein Geschirr/ das voller Löcher ist/ damit das Salz alles 
blütiges außziehe… (588-591).  
 
In structuring his presentation on ritual slaughter, Buxtorf was motivated above all by the 
theme of blood. In all three paragraphs, he gave prominence to the theme by the sheer 
power of repetition—the word ‘Blüt’ appears again and again, creating the paradoxical 
effect that similarly arises in Kirchner’s illustration. Buxtorf’s description may also be 
understood as a case of presence belying absence, as the prominence of blood in his 
depiction of ritual slaughter contradicted its presumed nonappearance at the Jewish table. 
The emphasis on the proper drainage and removal of blood, moreover, raised a question 
that went unanswered in the text. If the Jews were so intent on removing all the blood 
from the animal, what then did they do with the blood that they so painstakingly 
collected? On a logical level, of course, these contradictions could be resolved: the 
drainage of blood performed in ritual slaughter was conducted so that the Jews could eat 
blood-free meat and adhere to the prohibition on blood consumption. The important point 
to be made here is that the authors precisely did not resolve this perceived paradox. The 
question of Jewish blood consumption thus remained unresolved on the imaginative level 




 In addition to ritual slaughter, the other topic that allowed authors to investigate 
the role of blood at the Jewish table was the issue of ritual sacrifice. The status of ritual 
sacrifice in the Jewish tradition is a different one than that of ritual slaughter—for while 
the latter custom continues to be practiced up through the present day, the practice of 
ritual sacrifice ceased after the destruction of the Temple of Jerusalem and the 
obliteration of the altar, the sanctioned site of sacrifice in ancient Judaism.106 The 
historical cessation of sacrificial practice did not hinder authors, however, from positing 
the existence of ritual sacrifice in the Judaism of their time. Significantly, the two specific 
customs to which authors pointed as evidence for the continuation of sacrificial practice 
in Judaism took place at the site of the table. The first involved the practice of kapparot at 
Yom Kippur, whereby on the eve of the holiday, the Jew would symbolically transfer his 
sins to a rooster, slaughter the animal, and subsequently consume it or donate it to feed 
the poor. The practice was deeply worrisome to commentators.107 What troubled them 
was not necessarily the sense that the practice was a form of sacrifice but more crucially 
the belief that it was a kind of wrong sacrifice. The Jews sought expiation for their sins 
via the spillage of blood in the sacrifice of the roosters, Buxtorf in particular argued, but 
it was the wrong blood they shed and the wrong sacrifice they made. The right sacrifice 
and the right blood, of course, was Christ:108 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
106 On the historical practice of sacrifice in the Jewish tradition, see William K. Gilders, Blood Ritual in the 
Hebrew Bible: Meaning and Power (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004).  
 
107 For a comprehensive analysis of how the Yom Kippur ceremonies were treated in the literature of 
Jewish ceremonial, see Yaacov Deutsch, “Polemical Ethnographies: Descriptions of Yom Kippur in the 
Writings of Christian Hebraists and Jewish Converts,” in Allison Coudert and Jeffrey Shoulson, Hebraica 
Veritas? 
 
108 On the importance of blood in medieval Christian theories of salvation, see Caroline Walker Bynum, 
Wonderful Blood: Theology and Practice in Late Medieval Northern Germany and Beyond (Philadelphia: 




Er trüg unsere Kranckheit/ und lüd auff sich unsere Schmerze: Er ist um unser Missethat 
verwundet/ und umb unser Sünde willen zerschlagen: Die Straffe ligt auff ihm/ auff daß 
wir friede hetten/ und durch seine Wunden sind wir geheylet. Ein solchen Mann wollen 
die verstockten Juden nicht/ sondern nemmen einen/ den sie an ein Spiß stecken/ braten/ 
essen/ und guter dingen darbey sey können. Durch die Wunden des Hanen werden sie 
langsam geheylet werden/ werden wenig friede in ihrem Gewissen uberkomen. (532).  
 
Thus Buxtorf glossed the practice as an improper substitution of a rooster for the true 
sacrificial victim. Nor was this the only aspect of kapparot that appalled him. It was also 
the manner in which the Jews proceeded after sacrificing their victim. In aghast tones, 
Buxtorf described how the Jews speared, roasted and cheerfully ate the sacrificial victim 
they offered to God. Not only did the Jews offer the wrong sacrifice in expiation for their 
sins, then, but they also ate the actual flesh of the sacrifice in a horrible act of literalism. 
The circulation of sacrificial and alimentary themes between Jews and Christians is quite 
clear in this case. On an explicit level, Buxtorf contrasted improper Jewish sacrificial 
rites to proper Christian sacrificial practice; on an implicit level, he draw a comparison 
between the literal and therefore ghastly Jewish consumption of the rooster and the 
figurative and thus less grotesque Christian consumption of Christ in the Eucharist.  
 The contents of the Seder meal constituted the other locus of the authors’ 
investigations of Jewish sacrificial practice. As in the analysis of kapparot, the idea of 
Jewish sacrifice as a form of improper substitution drove the accounts of Passover as 
well. Authors were aware that the Jews no longer performed the sacrifice of the Passover 
lamb—with the destruction of the Temple, this practice had long ceased. They were also 
aware that the Jews commemorated this sacrifice through the matzo and in particular the 
afikomen, the designated substitute for the original Passover sacrifice. It was not only that 
the afikomen stood in place of the Passover lamb, however. It also served as a substitute 




prefigured.109 Thus the matzo represented a twice-over exchange for Christ, the proper 
sacrificial victim. This tendency to see the afikomen as a substitute for the ‘real victim’ 
was a virtual commonplace in the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell. Margaritha’s 
assessment provides a good example. The Jews, he wrote, “haben darnach vil kindischer 
Ceremonien an stat/ des rechten Osterlämleins/ und besondere opffer/ die auff die 
Osteren geopfferet weren.” Again, the idea of a kind of ‘wrong’ sacrifice surfaced here as 
Margaritha contrasted the Jewish ‘besondere Opffer’ with  “des rechten Osterlämleins.”  
As in the slaughter of the rooster on Yom Kippur, then, Margaritha and others 
suggested that Jews did continue to practice sacrifice in modern times but with one key 
twist: they perpetually substituted an improper victim for the true one, i.e. Christ. And as 
in the practice of kapparot, the case of Passover proved yet again that the Jews consumed 
their improper sacrifice—in this case, the matzo. When contextualized in this framework, 
it becomes obvious why the matzo received so much attention in the literature of 
jüdisches Ceremoniell. Indeed, one of the most important aspects of the coverage of 
Passover in the texts was the intense interest devoted to the preparation of the matzo. On 
the baking process, Schudt commented in evocative terms: “Wann in der Welt etwas ist, 
das die Juden mit grosser Behutsamkeit und Sorgfalt behandeln, so ist es das Brot, so sie 
auff Ostern bereiten und essen.” Kirchner described in similarly cryptic fashion on the 
preparation of the matzo dough: “Von dem Mahlen darf man nicht weggehen...Mit dem 
Meel darf niemand als ein Jude umgehen…Der den Teig geknetet, darf weder Teutsch 
noch Ebräisch redden, viel weniger, der ihn auf dem Tische durchwürcket” (87-89). 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
109 Pfefferkorn wrote of the matzo: “Bey den küchenn so sye als yr gehört habe auß dem mel und wasser 
sunder sawr un saltz bachen wirt bezaichnet der warhafftig leichnahm Jhesu Christi.”  For an analysis of 
the allegorical interpretation of the Passover sacrifice as Christ, see Gillian Feeley-Harnik, The Lord’s 




Certainly the very mundane process of kneading dough and baking bread did not need to 
be described in such highly charged terms. When the associative links between matzo—
Passover lamb—Christ are more explicitly drawn, however, the logic behind the authors’ 
tendency to view the matzo as an improper substitution for Christ, in essence a perverted 
Jewish host, becomes more apparent.110 
 It is not possible to provide a full account of ritual sacrifice or ritual slaughter in 
this brief discussion, nor am I able to offer a comprehensive theory for the blood libel in 
these pages. For now, it must suffice to argue that the discourses of ritual murder, ritual 
slaughter and ritual sacrifice were intimately intertwined in the literature of jüdisches 
Ceremoniell. On the one hand, the investigations of ritual slaughter led authors to 
imagine that despite the ban on blood consumption in Jewish dietary law, the Jews spilled 
blood in brazen fashion as part of their alimentary practices and then carefully collected 
the blood they drained from their victim. These notions had direct counterparts in 
standard narratives of ritual murder: the myth of Jewish cruelty and lust for bloodshed 
was central to the blood libel, and in fact Jewish butchers were frequent targets of 
accusation.111 The narrative and iconography of the blood libel, moreover, nearly always 
included the feature of careful blood collection as part of the imagined procedure of ritual 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
110 For a study of the interrelationship between the matzo and the host, see Israel Jacob Yuval, Two Nations 
in Your Womb: Perceptions of Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2006), 205-255.  
 
111 A butcher was the prime suspect in the Konitz ritual murder trial. See Smith, A Butcher’s Tale. For a 
more general discussion of the role of the butcher in twentieth century ritual murder accusations, see David 
Biale, Blood and Belief: The Circulation of a Symbol Between Jews and Christians (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2007), 127-129. Biale argues, however, that it was only in the modern era that practices 
of ritual slaughter were conflated with the ritual murder accusation. I have shown in this discussion that the 





murder.112 On the other hand, the imagination of ritual sacrifice led authors to believe that 
the Jews continued to practice sacrifice in contemporary times, despite their objections to 
the contrary, but that they performed sacrifice in two wrong ways: one, they used 
inappropriate sacrificial victims, and two, they ate their sacrifice in an act of grotesque 
literalism. These fantasies were of course also utterly central to the blood libel. The 
classic narrative featured an innocent Christian child as the victim of the Jews—a clear 
substitute for Christ himself—and it also held that the intended use for the blood gained 
through ritual murder was for actual consumption as an ingredient in the Passover 
matzo.113  I thus argue that the myth of ritual murder be understood at least in part as a 
dreadful misapprehension of Jewish food ritual vis-à-vis the specific issues of ritual 
slaughter and ritual sacrifice, and thus as the most salient fantasy of the the Jewish table 
in the European imagination.  
 One final piece of evidence remains to be adduced, namely the iconography of the 
ritual murder charge. In visual depictions of the blood libel from as early as the 1475 
martyrdom of Simon of Trent through to caricatures in the National Socialist newspaper 
Der Stürmer, it is again and again the table around which the Jews gather to murder their 
victim and consume his blood, a curious and neglected detail which highlights the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
112 See for example Image 3; see also for another example the fictionalized ritual murder scene in 
Ritualmord in Ungarn, as recalled by the young Moritz Scharf: “Dann schneidet der Schächter ihr mit dem 
großen Kälbermesser den Hals durch und die Anderen fangen das Blut in großen silbernen Schalen 
auf…Dann stellen sie Schüsseln auf den Altar und der Vorbeter macht Kiddusch. Dann beten sie” (80). 
 
113 In one study that does acknowledge the importance of alimentary themes in the blood libel, Alan 
Dundes has argued that the charge constituted a psychological projection of Christian guilt regarding the 
cannibalistic dimensions of Eucharistic practice onto a Jewish foil. See Alan Dundes, “The Ritual Murder 
or Blood Libel Legend: A Study of Anti-Semitic Victimization through Projective Inversion,” in The Blood 
Libel Legend: A Casebook in Anti-Semitic Folklore, ed. Alan Dundes (Madison: University of Wisconsin 




importance of the site in the imagination and articulation of the myth of ritual murder 
(Figure 5). 
 
Figure 5: The martyrdom of Simon of Trent. From the Nuremburg Chronicle, Hartmann Schedel 
(1493). Note the stream of blood in the foreground of the depiction and the careful collection of 
Simon’s blood by the Jew at bottom right. 
 
In this discussion, I have offered an argument that can account for this fact. Whereas the 
sanctioned practice of sacrifice in Judaism had historically taken place at the altar at the 
Temple of Jerusalem, authors imagined modern forms of improper sacrifice as taking 
place at the Jewish table. Ironically, commentators hewed closely here to Jewish sources 
that established a powerful associative link between the ordinary kitchen table of the 
contemporary Jewish household and the sacrificial altar that had stood in the Temple. The 
latter, as a Talmudic verse maintained, was the rightful descendant and logical heir of the 




stood, the altar atoned for Israel. But now a man’s table atones for him.”114 The Christian 
imagination of the modern day Jewish table as a site of bloody sacrifice—i.e. as an 
altar—may be understood as yet another devastating misapprehension of the alimentary 
matters of the Jews, in this case a misappropriation of an actual Jewish teaching. 
Construed in quasi-archaeological terms, then, the site of the sacrificial altar lay buried 
deep beneath the space of the contemporary Jewish table. Against this site of the 
contemporary Jewish table, the ritual murder charge invoked and revived the image of the 
atavistic altar. The conflation of the former with the latter constitutes perhaps the most 
significant reason for the prominence of the table in the Christian imagination of the 
Jews—i.e. because it allowed for a fantasy of the table as a barbaric site of bloodshed in 
the Jewish tradition.  
Although the number of ritual murder accusations dropped in the early modern 
period, the myth itself did not die out. In subsequent chapters I will show both how the 
myth of ritual murder persisted in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries via its transfer 
into literary contexts and how the charge reemerged with new force in the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth century, with important trials occurring throughout Germany, 
Hungary and Russia from the 1880s to the 1910s.  The renewed attention to the blood 
libel in the actual historical context was reflected in literary spheres as well. In Chapter 4, 
I will demonstrate how the fantasy of the sacrificial Jewish table resurfaced in a number 
of early twentieth century fictions. 
	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  






The “Teetisch” and the “Tischgesellschaft”: Jewish and Christian Table Culture ca. 
1770-1815 
 
The years of 1770-1870 constituted a transformational period in the history of German 
Jewry, one that the historian Jacob Katz has described as a passage “out of the ghetto” 
and into civil society.115 The so-called era of emancipation commenced officially with the 
publication of Christian Wilhelm Dohm’s Über die bürgerliche Verbesserung der Juden 
in 1781 and did not conclude until the full emancipation of the German Jews in 1871. 
Although the question under consideration in the emancipation debate was a legal one—
that is, whether the Jews should receive the rights of citizenship—it was largely on the 
social plane that most Germans considered the question of emancipation and debated the 
integration of the Jews into civil society. In the early decades of this battle, this society 
into which the German Jews sought entrance was governed by the ideal of sociability 
(Geselligkeit). In theory, the sociable ideal promoted the value of free communicative 
exchange. In practice, it translated into seemingly endless occasions of commensality, as 
it was over beverages or common meals that participants in sociable culture most 
frequently gathered. It was at the table, then, that Jewish participants in sociable culture 
fought for their social emancipation into civil society. It was also at the table, moreover, 
that a group of renowned German intellectuals refused the Jews this social acceptance. In 
this chapter, I compare two table cultures of the turn of the nineteenth century, the Jewish 
salon and the German-Christian Table Society, and show how members of both 
institutions used the site of the table to stage their vision of Jewish-German social 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
115 Jacob Katz, Out of the Ghetto: The Social Background of Jewish Emancipation, 1770-1870 (New York: 




relations at large. Because these were well-known institutions, moreover, their table 
activities filtered into the broader cultural imagination. In addition to analyzing the 
historical practices of the salon and the table society, I thus also investigate the 
perception of their activities in literary and polemic contexts. In particular, I argue that 
the imagination of the Jewish salon as “der ästhetische Teetisch” became an important 
trope in the early nineteenth century, completely transforming the early modern 
imagination of the Jewish table in the process.  
* * * 
Sociability and the Table, Sociability and the Jews 
 In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, in the context of both 
Enlightenment and Romantic cultural frameworks, there was arguably no more important 
social value than the ideal of sociability.116 It was the preacher Friedrich Schleiermacher 
who offered the most comprehensive articulation of the Romantic sociable ideal in his 
anonymously published Versuch einer Theorie des geselligen Betragens (1799). 
Schleiermacher had participated in the social life of Berlin in the late 1790s, visiting in 
particular the salon of Henriette Herz and developing a close friendship with the 
salonnière. In his subsequent attempts to establish a formal theory of sociability, he 
defined its essential feature as free, non-purpose driven communicative exchange: “freie, 
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contrasted Enlightenment and Romantic models of sociability, describing the former in terms of an 
“ausgeprägte, formalisierte Gruppenbildung” and the latter as based on “assoziativ-offene und tendenziell 
demokratische Gesellschaftsformen.” See Otto Dann, “Gruppenbildung und gesellschaftliche 
Organisierung in der Epoche der deutschen Romantik,” in Romantik in Deutschland: Ein interdisziplinäres 





durch keinen äußeren Zweck gebundene und bestimmte Geselligkeit wird von allen 
gebildeten Menschen als eins ihrer ersten und edelsten Bedürfnisse laut gefördert.”117 
According to Schleiermacher, the goal of sociability was above all 
“Wechselwirkung”: “daß mehrere Menschen auf einander einwirken sollen, und daß 
diese Einwirkung auf keine Art einseitig seyn darf” (169). In order to achieve this kind of 
reciprocal effect, however, a delicate balance in terms of the group was required. On the 
one hand, the practice of sociability necessitated a certain degree of heterogeneity on the 
part of its participants. They needed to come from sufficiently different professional or 
personal backgrounds in order to enrich each other and broaden the scope of 
communication. On the other hand, participants needed to evince a certain degree of 
homogeneity amongst each other as well, i.e. they needed to have enough commonalities 
to make sociable exchange possible and to constitute themselves as a unified society with 
a clear profile.118 Thus Schleiermacher’s theory contained a latent tension regarding the 
idea of the sociable community. While it allowed for and even required differences 
among the participants in sociable culture, it also insisted on some basic likeness from 
those who wished to take part in sociable exchange.119  
 This tension in Schleiermacher’s theory was reflected in the actual sociable 
culture of turn of the century Berlin. On the one hand, there were sociable institutions 
whose composition clearly reflected the value of difference in Schleiermacher’s theory of 
the group. The most noteworthy of these associations was the salon, where Jews, women, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
117 Friedrich Schleiermacher, Schriften aus der Berliner Zeit: 1796-1799, ed. Günter Meckenstock (Berlin: 
Walter de Gruyter, 1984), 165. 
 
118 Schleiermacher insisted on this point, declaring emphatically that “jede Gesellschaft eine Einheit, ein 
Ganzes seyn soll” (184).	  
	  
119 For more on Schleiermacher’s theory of “Gruppenbildung,” see Otto Dann, “Gruppenbildung und 




noblemen and burghers convened for sociable exchange in the last decades of the 
eighteenth century. Separated by class, gender and religion but united by their desire for 
self-cultivation (Bildung), the salon participants of this era closely embodied 
Schleiermacher’s vision of a community that contained difference yet constituted 
nevertheless a coherent whole. On the other hand, these democratic tendencies became 
hard to maintain after the French occupation of Prussia in 1806. The year saw the 
dissolution of many Jewish salons and the emergence of a breed of Prussian nationalism 
that did not well tolerate an ideal of heterogeneous community. The sociable institutions 
of the early nineteenth century reflected this shift in tides. Most prominently the German-
Christian Table Society, founded in 1811, embraced a form of sociability that insisted 
upon the exclusion of minority social groups—chiefly women and Jews—from its midst. 
In his Versuch, Schleiermacher also addressed some of the material dimensions of 
sociability. Specifically, he insisted that the sociable occasion itself lack any specific 
function. Those individuals attending the theater, a lecture or a ball, for example, could 
not be said to be participating in “freie Geselligkeit” because their attention in those cases 
was overly focused on the activity of the occasion rather than the mutual and free 
exchange of ideas.120 What was needed was an occasion that would bring individuals 
together for the purpose of reciprocal exchange (“Wechselwirkung”) without, however, 
being too distracting as to detract from the pursuit of that purpose. As the concluding 
sections of the Versuch suggest, Schleiermacher imagined the most acceptable site for the 
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Werkzeuge.” For a good discussion of this aspect of Schleiermacher’s theory, see William Rasch, “Ideal 
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gathering of participants as the table, and the most agreeable activity the consumption of 
a beverage or meal.121  
The culture of German sociability thus had a distinct topography, and it was not 
the theater or the concert hall. Whereas these places could serve as sites of entertainment, 
this use of leisure time did not qualify as true sociability in Schleiermacher’s sense of the 
term.122 It was the table, rather, that served as the most preferred site of sociability. 
Similar to the symposium in ancient Greece or the banquet in the Renaissance, the culture 
of German sociability staged its own “convivial scene” that blended the material practice 
of consumption with the intellectual pursuit of conversation,123 although the exact 
modulation of that balance varied from institution to institution. Indeed, the types of 
conviviality practiced in the time period ranged widely. Some sociable institutions, 
particularly those of a more formal nature such as the Freemason Lodges or the 
Mittwochsgesellschaft, an Enlightenment-style closed society, concluded their sessions 
with a group meal.124 Other institutions that modeled themselves as table societies 
synthesized the talking and eating components of the occasion more harmoniously, 
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Theil am besten Platz finden werden.” The ideas that followed regarding the responsibilities of the “Wirth” 
vis-à-vis the “Geladene” indicate that Schleiermacher was thinking of a hospitable table setting. 
	  
122 For more on the culture of entertainment in early nineteenth century Berlin, see Theodore Ziolkowski, 
Berlin: Aufstieg einer Kulturmetropole um 1810 (Stuttgart: Klet-Cotta, 2002), 38-44. 
 
123 I borrow the phrase and the logic from Michel Jeanneret, A Feast of Words: Banquets and Table Talk in 
the Renaissance, trans. Jeremy Whiteley and Emma Hughes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991).  
 
124 For the Mittwochsgesellschaft, see Günter Birtsch, “Die Berliner Mittwochsgesellschaft,” in Formen der 
Geselligkeit in Nordwestdeutschland (1750-1820), eds. Peter Albrecht, Hans Erich Bödeker and Ernst 





weaving speeches and conversation throughout the multiple courses.125 Still other forms 
of sociability dispensed with the formal feature of the meal and relied on the practice of 
drinking beverages as liquid mediators of sociability. The coffeehouse, as Jürgen 
Habermas has argued, was a pivotal institution in the Enlightenment and a central force 
in the development of the public sphere.126 The tea table constituted another crucial, 
albeit less recognized site of sociability at the turn of the century—for indeed, it was by 
this name or its variants (“Theezirkel,” “Theetisch,” “Theegesellschaft”) that the salon 
was actually known in the time period.127 
 The high degree of Jewish participation in the culture of Berlin sociability is by 
now an oft-cited fact in the critical literature. Scholars have interpreted the Jewish salon 
in particular as a quasi-utopian moment of German-Jewish history, a rare instance of 
rapport between forward-thinking Jews and enlightened German intellectuals.128 
Nevertheless, participation in sociable culture posed one practical problem for those Jews 
who still held on to the vestiges of tradition. Indeed, when the significance of the meal 
component in sociable practice is fully appreciated, it becomes clear that Jewish 
participation in German sociable culture almost always entailed some form of 
commensality between Jews and Germans, which in turn entailed some form of violation 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
125 Kant’s Tischgesellschaft appears to have followed this model, as did the Christlich-Deutsche 
Tischgesellschaft, as I will later show. Immanuel Kant, Anthropologie in pragmatischer Hinsicht (Stuttgart: 
Reclam, 2008), 224-230. 
 
126 See Jürgen Habermas, Strukturwandel der Öffentlichkeit: Untersuchungen zu einer Kategorie der 
bürgerlichen Gesellschaft (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1990), 90-97.  
 
127 The term ‘salon’ was applied only retrospectively to the late eighteenth century sociable gatherings in 
the homes of Jewish women. The hostesses and participants themselves did not use the term ‘salon’ to 
describe their gatherings but more likely terms such as listed above, in addition to phrases like “jour fixe.” 
See Petra Wilhelmy-Dollinger, Der Berliner Salon im 19. Jahrhundert: 1780-1914 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
1989), 21-22. 
 





of the dietary laws. To visit the coffeehouse, for example, meant to consume non-kosher 
milk and to drink from ritually impure dishes.129 To be a member of a Freemason lodge 
or a social club required the consumption of a non-kosher meal.130 There was thus a 
tension between participation in the general bourgeois culture of sociability and 
adherence to traditional Jewish table practice that in effect proscribed the sharing of a 
meal between Jew and Gentile. 
 The type of sociability practiced by the most prominent member of the Berlin 
Jewish community, Moses Mendelssohn, underscores this conflict in telling fashion. An 
enlightened Jew who advocated the study of German letters, Mendelssohn was 
nevertheless also an observant Jew. Mendelssohn’s adherence to kashrut made his 
participation in the many sociable institutions of Berlin difficult. He was invited to join 
the Montagsklub, for example, a social dinner club established in 1749, but declined the 
invitations due to his dietary restrictions.131 He did, in contrast, join the “Learned 
Coffeehouse,” another sociable institution founded in 1755 that served coffee and other 
refreshments were served.132 While Mendelssohn was thus willing to drink coffee with 
Christians in the coffeehouse (a practice which Jewish ethical literature condemned as 
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Geschichte des jüdischen Alltags in Deutschland. Vom 17. Jahrhundert bis 1945 (München: C.H. Beck, 
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130 In his study of Jews and Freemasons, Jacob Katz relates a fascinating aspect of the Order of the Asiatic 
Brethren, a Freemason lodge established in 1780-1 with the stated purpose of having both Jewish and 
Christian members. The society required, however, a sign of allegiance from its Jewish members. This 
allegiance was expressed in a common meal following initiation ceremonies whereby these new Jewish 
members were required to eat a dish of pork and consume a glass of milk thereby. See Jacob Katz, Jews 
and Freemasons in Europe 1723-1939 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1970), Chapter 3. 
 
131 Alexander Altmann, Moses Mendelssohn: A Biographical Study (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 
Society of America, 1973), 655. 
 





late as 1812)133, he was not prepared to perpetrate a more extreme violation of the dietary 
laws by eating a meal at the Montagsklub. In public, then, Mendelssohn practiced a 
strategy of restricted commensality with non-Jews. Had he not made this compromise, he 
arguably would not have been able to cultivate his famed friendship with Lessing.  
At home, in contrast, Mendelssohn could balance his desire to participate in 
sociable culture with his observance of the dietary laws. These practical necessities 
underlying the genesis of Mendelssohn’s home hospitality have gone entirely ignored in 
the critical literature.134  In contrast to the eating club, in his home Mendelssohn could 
engage in commensality with Christians while still maintaining a kosher setting. The 
forms of home hospitality offered by the Mendelssohns included meals, snacks and 
coffee service.135  Indeed, the well-known painting of Mendelssohn, Lavater and Lessing 
by Moritz Oppenheim imagines such a hospitable occasion at the Mendelssohn home. 
Little noticed is the servant bearing a tray of coffee to the men; even in this fictional 
meeting, the commensality of coffee service constituted a necessary mediating 
component of sociability between Jew and non-Jew.  
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134 Petra Wilhemy writes for example that the influence of Mendelssohn’s sociability on the later 
development of the Jewish salon “kann kaum überschätzt werden,” but she does not ask why Mendelssohn 
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135 In her memoirs, Henriette Herz recalled the raisins and almonds, “damals ein Naschwerk de rigueur,” 





Figure 6: Lessing und Lavater zu Gast bei Moses Mendelssohn. Painting by Moritz Daniel 
Oppenheim, 1856. 
 
Beyond these problems of a practical nature, Jews wishing to take part in German 
sociable culture faced a perception problem as well. Indeed, arguably the most pervasive 
view of the Jews in German letters was that they were “ungesellig.”136 Accusations of 
Jewish arrogance and hatred for non-Jews were commonplaces in medieval and early 
modern writings on the Jews. The influence of these views on the German-Jewish 
discourse of the turn of the nineteenth century is unmistakable. In the emancipation 
debate, supporters and detractors did not consider the issue of citizenship in legal terms. 
Instead, they debated the cause of Jewish emancipation in terms of social and moral 
questions.137 Were the Jews capable of social integration into the surrounding society? 
Could they feel allegiance with non-Jews, or did their social attitudes make such a stance 
impossible? Many commentators espoused the latter position and argued that as a result 
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of a long tradition of exclusivity (Separatismus and Absonderung were the key terms), 
the Jews would never be able to feel a sense of social community with non-Jews.138  
In the early modern literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell, charges of Jewish anti-
sociality were frequently attached to the site of the table and/or deduced from analyses of 
Jewish alimentary behavior. Significantly, the imagination of the hostile Jewish table also 
played an important role in the emancipation debate. Nearly a century after Johann 
Eisenmenger had accused the Jews of inhospitable behavior at table, participants in the 
emancipation debate seized upon the topic of Jewish commensality as evidence of the 
Jewish separatist stance. One reference came from the Orientalist Johann David 
Michaelis. In a response to Dohm’s landmark text, Michaelis argued against the granting 
of civil rights to the Jews based on an analysis of their social behavior. Michaelis doubted 
the capacity of the Jews to integrate into German society, pointing to Jewish ritual law 
and specifically the dietary laws as the main impediment to them doing so:  
Das Gesetz Mosis sieht Herr D[ohm] (zugleich mit Anführung meines Mosaischen 
Rechts) als vortreflich an, und glaubt nicht, daß es etwas menschenfeindliches enthalte, 
oder den Juden Haß gegen andre Völker einprägen könne. Niemanden wird er hier mehr 
auf seiner Seite haben, als mich; allein dabey sey mir erlaubt, eine andere Frage 
aufzuwerfen: enthalten die Gesetze Mosis etwas, das die völlige Naturalisation und 
Zusammenschmelzung der Juden mit andern Völkern, unmöglich macht, oder 
erschweret? Dis sollte ich fast denken! Ihre Absicht ist es, sie als ein von andern Völkern 
abgesondertes Volk zu erhalten, und die ist durch und durch in seine Gesetze selbst bis 
auf die von reinen und unreinen Speisen eingewebt, daß sich das Volk nun, wider alles 
was wir bey andern Völkern sehen, in seiner Zerstreuung 1700 Jahr lang als 
abgesondertes Volk erhalten hat, und so lange die Juden Mosis Gesetze halten, so lange 
sie z. E. nicht mit uns zusammen speisen, und bei Mahlzeiten oder der Niedrige im 
Bierkrug vertrauliche Freundschaft machen können, werden sie (von einzelnen rede ich 
nicht, sondern von dem größten Theil) nie mit uns so zusammenschmelzen, wie 
Catholike und Lutheraner, Deutscher, Wende und Franzose, die in Einem Staat leben.139 
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139 Christian Wilhelm Dohm, Über die bürgerliche Verbesserung der Juden. Zweyter Theil. Mit Königl. 




The problem, as Michaelis framed it, was that the Jews were incapable of assimilation 
into German society. His conception of the nature of Jewish community was quite clear 
in the description of the Jews as an “abgesondertes Volk,” an indissoluble social body 
that resisted absorption into the larger body politic. As a potent metonymy for this notion 
of the “abgesondertes Volk,” Michaelis reached for the image of the Jewish table. In his 
analysis, it was the dietary laws that had maintained the Jews as a people apart and had 
prevented their social mixing with non-Jews. The boundaries of the Jewish table 
functioned thus metonymically in Michaelis’ analysis as the boundaries of the Jewish 
community, the rigidly maintained outlines of which spoke volumes about how the Jews 
imagined their community and their relationship to the non-Jewish world. 
 This was not an isolated reference to the Jewish table. Indeed, the details of 
Jewish commensality were surprisingly relevant in the emancipation debate.140 Beyond 
the imagination of Jewish commensality, however, the passage also reveals Michaelis’ 
conception of German commensality. For while the author aimed to describe practices of 
the Jewish table, he ultimately concluded his account by imagining his own meal 
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practice. The tone changes in the final clauses of the passage as Michaelis offered an 
affect-laden description of the humble meal, where men solidify their bonds and toast 
their friendships in the earthy beer stein. He thus opposed an emotive, quasi-lyrical 
description of the German inclusive meal to a characterization of the Jewish practice of 
separate tables, invoking a common ‘we’ (‘mit uns’) in opposition to a people whose 
religious principles excluded them from the cherished values of conviviality.  
 Here, then, was the perception problem facing those Jews who wished to 
participate in sociable culture. At the precise period in which they sought inclusion in 
sociable institutions, nearly all of which took place at the site of the table, commentators 
in the emancipation debate were asserting their unsociability in print and adducing as 
evidence the early modern motif of the exclusive Jewish table. Juxtaposed in this way, 
the tension between the alleged Jewish principle of commensality and the presumed 
German ideal of sociability emerges in full contrast. The perceived Jewish practice of 
separate tables appeared profoundly opposed to the values of Geselligkeit and as a major 
hindrance to Jewish participation in the public sphere. The image of the unsociable 
Jewish separate table stood in diametric opposition to the convivial culture that German 
participants in sociable culture believed they were cultivating themselves.  
 The relationship of these imaginations to the reality of table practice in the period 
is another story. To put it simply, the mythical imagination of the Jewish table had not 
kept pace with the rapidly changing social reality of German Jewry. By the 1780s, 
German Jews had begun to exhibit table behaviors that diverged sharply from the 
practices of prior centuries. These included most prominently new practices of 




prominent Jews in Berlin opened their homes and tables to Germans starting with Moses 
Mendelssohn’s home hospitality in the 1760s and reaching a height in the Jewish salons 
of the 1780s-1800s. The Jewish salon quickly became a phenomenon and attracted the 
interest of the broader public, including the author Achim von Arnim. His decision to 
found a Tischgesellschaft that prohibited the attendance of Jews and women indicates the 
degree to which the author took note of the new forms of commensality practiced in the 
salon and crafted an alternate code of the table in response.  
 In what follows, then, I compare these two sociable institutions. Both phenomena 
have received substantial attention in the scholarly literature. The salon in particular has 
held the interest of several generations of scholarship. It is only in the last three decades, 
however, that methodologically rigorous approaches to the topic have been undertaken.141 
Most notably, the work of Deborah Hertz has provided insight into the social history of 
the salon and its sociological aspects.142 The study by Petra Wilhelmy constitutes another 
landmark work on the salon, containing as it does a remarkable level of detail and 
impressive chronological sweep.143 In contrast to the wide attention devoted to the 
phenomenon of the salon, the Christian-German Table Society has received less interest 
in the scholarly literature. In the last decades, however, studies of the literature of late 
Romanticism have remedied this fact by taking up the topic in conjunction with the 
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literary output of its founders and participants.144 The table society has also received 
attention as part of larger historical studies of Romantic anti-Semitism and Prussian 
nationalism.145 Finally, the Tischgesellschaft has been investigated as part of the history 
of associative institutions in Germany. The most comprehensive study of the table 
society, Stefan Nienhaus’ Geschichte der deutschen Tischgesellschaft, pursues largely 
this angle and provides a thorough analysis of its institutional history.146  
The Jewish salon and the German-Christian Table Society are not entirely 
symmetrical concepts. The former may be understood as an umbrella term used to 
characterize the numerous Berlin salons hosted by Jewish women in the late 1800s. In 
contrast, the latter was very much a discrete institution. In order to make the discussion of 
the Jewish salon more concrete, then, I have chosen to focus on the salon hosted by 
Henriette Herz from 1780-1806. I have selected Herz’s salon for two reasons. First, hers 
was the first salon founded in Berlin, and she was the most prominent salonnière of the 
period other than Rahel Varnhagen. Second, Herz was the only salonnière to write her 
memoirs, thereby providing primary source material of a hostess who reflected deeply on 
her home hospitality.147 She also corresponded with a number of her salon guests 
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including Friedrich Schleiermacher and Ludwig Börne. The letters of these two 
intellectuals provide  commentary on the activity at Herz’s table and her self-
understanding as a hostess.  
 My approach to the analysis of the two institutions draws on these prior studies 
but delineates a new angle of interest. I frame the salon and the table society as two 
distinctive table cultures, each with its own code of conduct involving matters of 
commensality, hospitality, etiquette and consumption. I read these table conventions as 
the stuff out of which participants both fashioned their own institutions and offered social 
commentary on the surrounding society. In this sense I understand the salon and the table 
society as cultural performances, in which participants transformed mundane events such 
as the meal into a more ritualized, theatrical form of human action.148 In his work on the 
topic, moreover, Victor Turner insists that cultural performances do more than simply 
mirror social life: “Cultural performances are not simple reflectors or expressions of 
culture…but may themselves be active agencies of change, representing the eye by which 
culture sees itself and the drawing board on which creative actors sketch out what they 
believe to be more apt or interesting ‘designs for living.’”149 Following Turner, I read the 
participants of the salon and table society as ‘creative actors’ who used the site of the 
table to stage their own idealized visions of society and/or nation—i.e. their own 
preferred ‘designs for living’. 
 In a second stage of my analysis, I investigate the link between the practice and 
perception of the salon, or between historical and literary phenomena. The participants in 
sociable culture were among the most prominent members of the intellectual and literary 
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class. Many of these guests were sufficiently influenced by their visits to the salon to 
fictionalize aspects of salon culture in their literary productions. Depictions of the salon 
occur in the works of the most significant authors of the German Romantic period, 
including Ludwig Tieck, E.T.A. Hoffmann, and Achim von Arnim. Thus the historical 
practices of the Jewish salon entered into literary and polemic contexts by the end of the 
eighteenth century. It was largely due to this perception of the salon, moreover, that the 
imagination of the Jewish table underwent a complete transformation in the period.  
 
The Jewish Salon 
Henriette Herz’s Table 
 Although the origins of Berlin salon culture may be traced back to the home 
hospitality practiced by Moses Mendelssohn in the 1760s, it was not until 1780 that the 
first ‘official’ salon in Berlin was founded. In 1779, the fifteen-year-old Henriette de 
Lemos married the physician Marcus Herz. Shortly thereafter, the young Jewish woman 
began to host literary discussions in her home alongside the philosophical lectures offered 
by her husband in a separate room. For more than two decades, until the death of Marcus 
Herz in 1803 and the dissolution of the salon in 1806, the Herz home was a primary 
center of sociable life in Berlin. Visitors to the home, literati and intellectuals alike, 
included the Humboldt brothers, Friedrich Schleiermacher, Dorothea and Friedrich 
Schlegel, Karl Phillip Moritz and Ludwig Tieck.150  The activity of the Herz household 
inspired many of her visitors to subsequent philosophical and literary reflection. One 
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scholar has described the Herz salon as the “reales Erfahrungsmuster” for 
Schleiermacher’s theory of sociability.151 Another has interrogated the influence of 
Tieck’s visits to Herz’s salon on his subsequent depiction of sociability in the frame 
narrative of Phantasus.152 These examples must suffice for now to indicate the 
importance of the Herz salon not only as an historical but also a literary and cultural 
phenomenon, an institution of paramount influence in the cultural life of the turn of the 
nineteenth century. 
 Herz welcomed her visitors not only into her home but also more specifically to 
her table. Recollections of both the salonnière and her guests make clear that the table 
was by far the most frequent site of sociability in the Herz household. The types of table 
hospitality offered by Herz may be divided into two main categories: meals and 
beverages. In the former case, the hostess regularly invited guests for meals at her dining 
table. These guests included houseguests such as Ludwig Börne who ate his meals with 
the family;153 acquaintances who took their meals from Herz as part of a fixed 
arrangement;154 and intimate friends such as Schleiermacher who regularly came for 
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lunch or dinner.155 Evidence from extant letters suggests that hospitality at mealtimes in 
the Herz household was a typically informal affair, occurring without fanfare or prior 
invitation.156 There is also evidence to indicate, however, that Herz presided over more 
formal dining occasions as well. She hosted dinners for the most capable of her 
husband’s students and was known to give ‘Soirees’ and ‘Diners’ in addition to her more 
casual hospitality.157  
Thus it appears that Herz was equally inclined to welcome intimates and strangers 
to her table for casual and formal meals alike. The fact is significant, for it reflects the 
rapidly changing dimensions of Jewish table practice in the late 1700s. A contrast 
between Herz’s table and that of her parents is useful here. Herz’s description of her 
childhood years makes clear that her parents were traditional Jews who kept a kosher 
home.158 Their table, moreover, was not an open one: Herz recalled that “eigentliche 
Fremde sahen meine Eltern nie zum Essen” (17). In contrast, Herz did not keep a kosher 
home, a fact that does not surprise given her expressed indifference to Jewish ritual and 
eventual conversion to Protestantism in 1817.159 As the above evidence shows, moreover, 
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Erinnerungen, 342. 
 
156 The Schleiermacher remark cited above suggests this, as does a letter from Marcus Herz to his wife 
regarding the practice of dining ‘en famille’—in a casual way at home. This appears to have been a 
preferred mode of entertaining. See Henriette Herz in Erinnerungen, 252. 
 
157 On dinners with Herz’s students, see Henriette Herz in Erinnerungen, 27: Er [lud] die tüchtigeren und 
ihm interessanteren unter seinen Zuhören bisweilen zum Abendessen ein. On Diners and Soirees, see for 
example Henriette Herz in Erinnerungen, 425: “Neulich hatte sie eine Soiree…” 
 
158 Herz describes her parental home thus: “Das Haus war völlig nach jüdischen Gesetzen und Gebräuchen 
eingerichtet.” In Henriette Herz in Erinnerungen, 14-15. 
 
159 The evidence for Herz’s non-adherence to the dietary laws comes in two forms. First, Börne gave a 
description of a tea party given by Herz where the food consumed was “ein Stückchen Wurst”. In Henriette 
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Herz also adopted a practice of unrestricted commensality that differed markedly from 
her parents’ relatively closed table. Within the space of one generation, then, a 
transformation of traditional Jewish table practice vis-à-vis matters of both consumption 
and commensality can be observed. The openness of Herz’s table constituted a significant 
intervention in the tradition of the separate Jewish table and the beginnings of a new 
politics of Jewish commensality. 
Not all of Herz’s sociability took place at mealtimes, however. It was also at the 
tea hour and at the tea table that she welcomed her guests. What has come to be known in 
a monolithic sense as the “Herz salon” was in fact the activities that took place at this 
time and place. Herz herself referred to the sociable occasions in her home as her 
“Teezirkel” (69). A letter of Schleiermacher similarly implies that the hostess received 
the majority of her guests at the tea hour: 
Die Herz sehe ich am liebsten zwischen dem Mittagessen und der Teestunde, denn in 
dieser Zeit kommt nicht leicht jemand als vertrautere Freunde des Hauses; überraschen 
mich dann am Ende Fremde, so bleibe ich…oder nehme gleich meinen Abschied; zu 
größeren Gesellschaften lasse ich mich nur selten einmal bitten.160 
 
If the time between lunch and the tea hour was reserved for “vertrautere Freunde,” the 
start of the tea hour marked the arrival of “Fremde” and the presence of “größere 
Gesellschaften,” salon-like gatherings. Ludwig Börne, who resided in the Herz home 
from 1802 to 1803, recalled such an event in a letter: “Die andere Woche höre ich, soll 
hier im Hause eine große Gesellschaft zusammenkommen...Man nennt dies ein 
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Kränzchen.”161 Börne’s classification of the event via the linguistic usage of the time 
(“Kränzchen”) indicates that these “große Gesellschaften,” typically held at the tea hour 
and around the tea table, constituted the essence of what is now known as the Herz salon. 
 The distinction between the dining table and the tea table and between meals and 
beverages is significant, for the food categories encode different social meanings. In 
“Deciphering a Meal,” Mary Douglas argues that while meals and drinks are both social 
events, they invoke a series of contrasts. It is not only that they mark a line between 
intimacy and distance—“the meal expresses close friendship. Those we only know at 
drinks we know less intimately.”162 It is also the case that the meal represents a more 
patterned activity than drinks: “meals require a table, a seating order, restriction on 
movement and on alternative occupations… The meal puts its frame on the gathering.”163 
Meals are also structured into sequences of first, second, main, sweet. Drinks lack this 
frame and structure: “There is no structuring of drinks into early, main, light….The same 
lack of structure is found in the solid foods accompanying drinks. They are usually cold, 
…No order governs the choice of solids.”164 The key difference between meals and 
drinks for Douglas is thus the respective sense of order that they confer. Applying this 
insight to the Herz salon (and later to the Christian-German Table Society), Herz’s 
preference for performing sociability over drinks rather than meals takes on special 
significance. As an examination of her sociable ideal reveals, it was crucial to the 
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salonnière that her functions lack order—a clue to the social meanings that her brand of 
sociability encoded. 
 Herz envisaged herself as more than simply a hostess and her social occasions as 
more than mere tea parties. This self-understanding is reflected in the manner she referred 
to her sociable practice—for she frequently imagined her sociability via a qualifying 
adjective that elevated the concept, such as “höhere Geselligkeit,” “geistige Geselligkeit” 
(64) or “geistreiche Geselligkeit” (67). Herz’s imagination of this kind of ‘higher 
sociability’ entailed a number of distinct features, many of which related to a preference 
for lack of structure. The first of these features concerned the custom of receiving guests 
uninvited. The notion initially appears in Herz’s laudatory description of Moses 
Mendelssohn’s sociability: “Nur von einem Gelehrten Berlins lässt sich sagen, dass er ein 
Haus machte, wenn man es nämlich als ein Kennzeichen eines solchen betrachtet, dass 
Freunde und Eingeführte auch ungeladen gastlichen Empfanges sicher sind” (65). In 
Herz’s account, the willingness of the host to accept guests without prior invitation—to 
make, in her terms, an “offenes Haus”—was a defining feature of “höhere Geselligkeit.” 
This specific politics of hospitality constituted both for Herz and others, moreover, a 
distinct feature of Jewish sociability in particular. In a consideration of Berlin’s sociable 
culture, Schleiermacher remarked that “die hiesigen großen jüdischen Häuser [sind] fast 
die einzigen, die ein offenes Haus halten.”165 Herz herself compared the practice of the 
open house cultivated by Mendelssohn to the forms of Christian sociability available at 
the time, which she found lacking precisely in this feature:  
Die christlichen Häuser Berlins boten andererseits nichts, welches dem, was jene 
jüdischen an geistiger Geselligkeit boten, gleichgekommen oder nur ähnlich gewesen 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




wäre…Zu den wenigen, welche bisweilen geladene Gesellschaft bei sich sahen, gehörte 
Nicolai…aber ein eigentliches Haus machte auch Nicolai nicht (64-5).  
 
In the comparison of Mendelssohn and Nicolai’s sociable practice, then, Herz created a 
series of oppositional pairs. Whereas the custom of maintaining an open house qualified 
for her as a feature of Jewish ‘geistige Geselligkeit,’ the practice of hosting only invited 
company constituted in her analysis an aspect of insufficient Christian sociability. 
The larger significance of this practice may be teased out in Herz’s description of 
the atmosphere that reigned in her “stets ungeladene Abendgesellschaften”—“der Abend 
war der zwangsloseste, welchen man denken kann,” she wrote of one sociable evening in 
Rome (146). The characterization of the evening as ‘zwangslos’ recalls Schleiermacher’s 
theory of sociability. Although Schleiermacher’s sense of ‘Zwangslosigkeit’ pertained to 
the quality of conversation conducted in a social gathering which should be free and 
unconstrained, the value clearly translated into more material practices of hosting and 
inviting. Indeed, the practice of hosting only invited company would have violated some 
basic notions of ‘Zwangslosigkeit,’ just as the interest in promoting uninvited gatherings 
could have reflected for Herz a desire for spontaneity, contingency and serendipity, all 
concepts subsumed in Schleiermacher’s concept of ‘freie Geselligkeit.’ Thus the import 
placed by Herz on the custom may be understood as a desire to mirror in the minutiae of 
her hospitable practice the theoretical values of Schleiermacher’s sociable ideal. 
A remark of Ludwig Börne provides additional insight into the importance of 
being uninvited. After a year in the Herz household, Börne moved to Halle to the home of 
Johann Christian Reil, a Lutheran pastor and patriarch of what Börne dismissively called 
“eine wahre Professorfamilie.” In a letter to Herz commenting on his new environment , 




Die Gastfreundschaft, die in Berlin in so hohem Grade ist, findet hier im mindesten nicht 
statt. Man giebt zwar oft Schmausereyen, und prächtig genug, aber da wird nur der 
eingeladen, bey dem man vorgestern zu Gaste war, u.s.w. Die Tochter gehet alle 4 
Wochen einmal zum Abendessen beim Papa, notabene, wenn sie eingeladen ist. Aber die 
Leute wollen es nicht anders haben, und es ist ihnen nichts peinlicher, als jemanden für 
etwas verpflichtet zu seyn. Die Reil hatte in Berlin mit ihren Kindern 3 Mal Mittags und 
Abends bey der Tante Willich gegessen, und als die Reil herkam, hatte sie kaum den 
linken Fuß aus dem Wagen gesetzt, so gab sie dem Bedienten die Ordre ein Fässchen 
Weizenmehl zu besorgen, und ein paar Kapaunen, und den nächsten Posttag schickte sie 
der Tante Willich für ihre Müh‘. Ich könnte gar nicht fertig werden, wenn ich alle 
kleinstädtische Lächerlichkeiten aufzählen wollte, die jede Woche in Halle passieren.166  
 
What Börne primarily objects to here is the formalization of sociability. Despite the 
lavish “Schmausereyen” thrown, the hospitable occasions in Halle fail to constitute 
‘higher’ sociability because they lack the esprit that is for Börne characteristic of Herz’s 
sociable practice. This esprit may be described as a kind of deliberate formlessness, a 
rejection of the functionalization of conviviality and insistence on contingency in the 
sociable occasion. In their compulsion to return all invitations accepted and thus 
perpetuate the system of obligatory exchange, the participants in Halle hospitality violate 
the ideal of free exchange and raise for Börne the specter of philistinism as a result.  
Börne’s characterization suggests that the principle of receiving guests uninvited 
had aesthetic dimensions and functioned as an expression of style that could distinguish 
occasions of true sociability from a philistine pursuit of entertainment. In her essay on the 
Berlin salons, however, Liliane Weissberg offers a more poignant interpretation of the 
practice of the open house. Jewish salonnières such as Herz opened their home to visitors 
of all kinds. This openness did not translate, however, into a return invitation. Weisberg 
argues that the Jewish salonnières’ rejection of the culture of invitation was based on 
prosaic rather than aesthetic grounds and ultimately a harsh social reality: 
These gatherings did not rest on any model of reciprocity. If a guest would visit, he or she 
did not have to invite the hostess in return—quite the contrary. The ‘salon’ celebrated a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





social one-way street; it privileged visitors whose own living rooms would remain off-
limits to Jews….After each evening, the guests returned home, and the Gentiles returned 
to houses whose doors they would be able to close firmly.167 
 
Weissberg exposes the tenuous social position of the salonnière, who could host the most 
prominent members of Berlin society but could not be guaranteed an invitation in return. 
In this light, Herz’s espousal of the ‘open house’ reads less as an expression of aesthetic 
preference and more as a strategy adopted out of social necessity. 
Otherwise related to the value of being uninvited was the high import Herz placed 
on the concept of mixed company. The notion constituted a second key feature of her 
conception of ‘höhere Geselligkeit’—i.e. a brand of sociability that transcended the 
philistine organization of leisure time. Already present in Schleiermacher’s theory of the 
group, the ideal of heterogeneity was central to Herz’s vision of true sociability and 
consisted of three main types: mixed company between women and men; between nobles 
and commoners; and between Jews and Christians. Herz also perceived the feature of 
mixed company to be an aspect of Jewish sociability in particular. Comparing Jewish 
sociable practice to the types of sociability available at court or amongst the Christian 
middle class, Herz found both lacking precisely in this feature. Thus she disqualified 
sociable practice at court from her sociable ideal because “von einer aus Herren und 
Damen gemischten Gesellschaft war da nicht die Rede” (66). The sociable occasions of 
Christian burghers also did not satisfy her criteria: “Allerdings gab es auch schon damals 
hier Männer der Wissenschaft…aber diese…trafen einander an irgendeinem öffentlichen 
Orte, wo sie bei einem Glase Bier sehr Ernst und sehr pedantisch über gelehrte 
Gegenstände diskutierten” (64). The remarks suggest that diversity amongst participants 
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Modern Jewish Literatures: Intersections and Boundaries, eds. Sheila E. Jelen, Michael P. Kramer 




in sociable culture, and particularly gender diversity, represented for Herz a constitutive 
feature of Jewish ‘geistreiche Geselligkeit.’ 
In fact, it was for the feature of mixed company that the Jewish salon was most 
renowned, both in the years of its existence and in the subsequent perception of the 
phenomenon. In particular, Deborah Hertz has analyzed the remarkable social diversity 
of the salon against the backdrop of Berlin’s social structure in the last decades of the 
eighteenth century. Berlin was a socially diverse city in the late 1780s, with nobles, Jews, 
burghers, and Huguenots occupying the same urban space. Nevertheless, as Hertz argues, 
“before 1780, Berlin’s heterogeneity was abstract and frozen.”168 The different estates 
operated within their own circles and mixed neither socially nor occupationally with each 
other. It was only when a crisis in the nobility struck that these estate divides began to 
soften, ushering in an era of social mobility. An influx to the city of men wishing to make 
careers as intellectuals constituted another destabilizing force to the previously highly 
stratified social structure. The small but influential Jewish community of Berlin profited 
from the new social mobility, having been heretofore hampered in their financial and 
social development by a series of humiliating legal restrictions.169  The salons provided a 
meeting place for the members of these different social groups. Following this argument, 
Petra Wilhelmy-Dollinger has called the Jewish salon “einen Freiraum außerhalb der 
ständischen Gliederung, in dem sich Bürgerliche und Adelige frei bewegen konnten.”170  
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169 For a discussion of each of the social position of these three groups, see Deborah Hertz, Jewish High 
Society in Old Regime Berlin, Chapters 2 and 3.  
 
170 Petra Wilhelmy-Dollinger, “Emanzipation durch Geselligkeit: Die Salons jüdischer Frauen in Berlin 
zwischen 1780 und 1830, in Bild und Selbstbild der Juden Berlins zwischen Aufklärung und Romantik, eds. 





Of what did this “Freiraum” actually consist, however? What did this space look 
like to contemporary participants in salon culture? Jean Paul captured the scene thus: 
“Gelehrte, Juden, Offiziere, Geheime Räthe, Edelleute, kurz alles was sich an anderen 
Orten…die Hälse bricht, fället einander um diese, und lebt wenigstens freundlich an 
Thee- und Esstischen beisammen.”171 Jean Paul gave the social diversity of the salon a 
fixed location. It was at the table that participants performed the sociable ideal of mixed 
company. Contextualized in this light, the feature of mixed company translated into the 
more specific practice of mixed tables, i.e. an innovative model of table fellowship that 
had powerful social implications. If food events encode social meanings, as Mary 
Douglas and others have argued, then the repeated acts of commensality between Jews 
and Christians, noblemen and commoners around the tea tables of Henriette Herz and 
others may be understood as a microcosmic table performance of a macrocosmic social 
ideal. Given the stratified nature of Berlin’s social structure pre-1780, this form of 
commensal practice between individuals of such disparate social and religious groups 
constituted a radical innovation indeed. Decades after the heyday of the Jewish salon, 
Ludwig Börne still wondered at the social revolution that had allowed a Jewish woman 
such as Henriette Herz to offer table hospitality to individuals so drastically her social 
superior: “Neulich hatte sie eine Soiree, wobei Gesandte, Minister, sogar eine Prinzessin 
war. In Frankfurt hat man keine Vorstellung davon, wie eine Prinzessin zwei enge 
Treppen zu einer getauften Jüdin, die keine tausend Gulden Einkommen hat, 
hinaufkriechen mag, um eine Tasse Tee und ein Stückchen Wurst zu verzehren.”172  
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Herz’s most extended reference to the practice of mixed tables occurred not in 
reference to her own sociable practice but rather to that of Dorothea von Kurland: 
Die Herzogin war die erste Frau so hohen Standes, und ist vielleicht die einzige in Berlin 
geblieben, welche die Ansicht, dass in der Gesellschaft der geringste dem Stande nach 
dem Höchsten gleichzusetzen sei, wenn er den Erfordernissen einer höheren Geselligkeit 
entspreche, praktisch durchführte, und überhaupt so durchzuführen imstande war. Denn 
es war hierzu erforderlich, dass das Haus von jemandem gemacht wurde, welcher die 
höchsten Personen zu sich einzuladen berechtigt war...Einladungen an Personen der 
höchsten Stände waren der Herzogin nie ein Grund, Niedergestellte, welche zu ihrem 
geselligen Kreise gehörten, uneingeladen zu lassen. Man speiste abends stets an 
verschiedenen Tischen, und es herrschte völlige Zwangslosigkeit hinsichts der Plätze, 
welche die Gäste einnehmen wollten, aber mit großer Feinheit wusste die edle Wirtin 
doch auch hier eine ihr erwünschte Mischung der Stände zu bewirken (110). 
 
The passage reveals much about Herz’s conception of the role of hostess. In her 
description of von Kurland’s hospitality, she established a clear correspondence between 
the duchess’s theory of society on the one hand and her practice of sociability on the 
other. The link between theory and practice occurs via the specific role of hostess, which 
allowed the duchess to practically implement (“praktisch durchführte” is the crucial 
phrase) a political and social agenda into the material dimensions of the table. In Herz’s 
analysis, the hostess role thus conferred a power that, while circumscribed by the 
limitations of gender and the environment of the home, was nevertheless quite real. 
 The passage also reveals the social meanings that the details of commensal 
practice encoded for Herz. The table practice established by the duchess may be 
described as a form of unrestricted commensality to the extent that it allowed for 
members of different estates (“die höchsten Personen” and “Niedergestellte”) to share the 
same table. Fascinatingly, Herz pursued these politics of commensality down to the very 
minutiae of place settings. In her approval of the duchess’s practice of letting guests 
choose their own seats, Herz revealed the same preference for lack of structure that 




and the place seatings to remain “unset” in both a literal and figurative sense. The social 
implications of this preference become apparent in Herz’s assessment of von Kurland’s 
hospitality: for it was via the practice of free place seatings that the duchess was able to 
fashion a table space that reflected her broader social vision of estate mixture: “eine ihr 
erwünschte Mischung der Stände." 
 One final aspect of Herz’s conception of sociability remains to be discussed—
namely, the role she assigned to food and other material aspects of the sociable occasion. 
Unlike other institutions contemporaneous with the salon that were structured around a 
common meal, food played a minimal to non-existent role in Herz’s own sociable 
ideal.173 Her practice of hosting salon gatherings over tea rather than a meal takes on a 
further layer of significance in this context, for the practice may be understood to indicate 
not only a preference for lack of structure but also a judgment on the role of consumption 
in the convivial scene. It is a curious fact of Herz’s memoirs that she repeatedly 
emphasized the limited quantity and poor quality of the refreshments served in her 
sociable circles. There is a mention, for example, of a “frugal[es] Abendesssen” that took 
place after the meeting of a reading society (49). Herz also described the constrained 
nature of the Mendelssohns’ hospitality, noting how Fromet Mendelssohn carefully 
rationed out the raisins and almonds that she served so sparingly to her guests.174 This 
stress on the humble quality also resonated in her description of the Feßler reading 
society:  
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Freilich musste man auch in dieser Gesellschaft hinsichts der geistigen Kost bisweilen 
genügsam sein; immer aber hinsichts der leiblichen, denn man aß nach dem Lesen 
ungemein schlecht. Und dies bei einigen Talglichten, die kaum mehr als einen 
Dämmerschein über einen Saal, lang und schmal wie ein Darm, verbreiten. Aber keiner 
war anspruchsvoll, keiner tat vornehm, und so störten uns denn diese Äußerlichkeiten 
nicht. (51) 
 
In this case it was not only the quality of the meal but also the aesthetics of the 
surroundings that Herz described as lacking. The characterization of the humble setting 
and spartan lighting must furthermore be understood as deliberate, for it allowed Herz to 
emphasize that these material dimensions scarcely bothered the participants of the 
reading society, being as they were mere externalities of sociable practice: “und so 
störten uns denn diese Äußerlichkeiten nicht.”  
 Why Herz would repeatedly intone the material constraints of her occasions as 
part of her sociable ideal is a question that requires further examination. The self-
understanding of the salonnière on this points stands in direct contrast, moreover, to the 
perception of the Jewish salon in the time period and beyond as a lavish and costly affair. 
Contradicting the impression of humbleness cultivated by Herz in her memoirs, 
Schleiermacher described the phenomenon of the Jewish salon thus: “Daß junge Gelehrte 
und Elegants die hiesigen großen jüdischen Häuser fleißig besuchen, ist sehr natürlich, 
denn es sind bei weitem die reichsten bürgerlichen Familien hier.”175 In Schleiermacher’s 
account, it was the precisely the financial prowess of the Berlin Jews that enabled them to 
dominate the sociable scene—an explanation that certainly stands at odds with Herz’s 
imagination of her humble tea table.  
 When contextualized in this light, the depreciation of the material dimensions of 
sociable practice that runs through Herz’s memoirs like a roter Faden reads as a 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





deliberate deflection of the charge of materialism that was leveled against the Jewish 
salon upon its formation in the late 1780s and well into the 1800s. The issue becomes 
particularly interesting, furthermore, at the point in the memoirs where Herz used it to 
drive a wedge between the respective ethos of Jewish and Christian sociable culture.The 
comparison of Jewish and Christian sociability occurs in her most extended remarks on 
the landscape of Berlin sociable culture in the late eighteenth century:  
Von einem christlichen bürgerlichen Mittelstande, welcher andere geistige Interessen 
gehabt hätte als diejenigen, welche der äußere Beruf etwa anregte, war damals hier noch 
nicht die Rede. Es gab da viele ehrenwerte Familientugenden, aber jedenfalls noch mehr 
geistige Beschränktheit und Unbildung. Der höhere christliche Kaufmannsstand zählte 
nur noch wenige Mitglieder, und es stand bei ihm in geistiger Beziehung nicht viel 
anders. In den Häusern desselben wurden wohl große prächtige Gastmähler und Feste 
gegeben, die Töchter des Hauses wurden in dem verweichlichendsten Luxus erzogen, 
aber von Bildung ward nur der äußerlichste Firnis angestrebt….War es aber zu 
verwundern, daß, als inmitten solcher gesellschaftlichen Verhältnisse oder eigentlicher 
Mißverhältnisse eine geistreiche Geselligkeit sich bot, sie trotz der damals gegen die 
Juden herrschenden Vorurteile begierig von denjenigen ergriffen wurde, welche 
überhaupt auf dem Wege mündlichen Ideenaustausches geistige Förderung suchten? (65-
6). 
 
The term that appears with the most frequency and to the greatest effect in this 
assessment of sociable options pre-1800 is ‘geistig’ and its related forms. In Herz’s 
analysis, the term functions as the key criterion of difference between Jewish and 
Christian sociability. Whereas the former is described as a “geistreiche Geselligkeit” 
pursued by those who seek “geistige Förderung,” the latter is described in terms of 
“geistige Beschränktheit und Unbildung.” What does characterize Christian sociability, in 
contrast, is “verweichlichendsten Luxus,” “der äußerlichste Firnis…von Bildung,” and 
finally “große prächtige Gastmähler und Feste”—a turn of phrase suggestively 
reminiscent of Börne’s depiction of Halle hospitality as nothing more than a series of 
“prächtige Schmausereyen.” 
 True sociability, in Herz’s conception of the term, was an affair neither of the 




instead. The binary of body/spirit with which we have already become acquainted 
resurfaced here as Herz translated the terms of this binary into the context of her sociable 
ideal. If the symposium model, in its classic form, fused the concerns of both the body 
and spirit, i.e. both the material practice of consumption and the intellectual pursuit of 
conversation, then Herz’s performance of her own convivial scene dramatically 
privileged the latter at the expense of the former. Remember that Herz rarely referred to 
sociability by the noun alone but rather qualified the noun with a series of adjectives. 
“Höhere Geselligkeit,” “geistige Geselligkeit,” and “geistreiche Geselligkeit”: all three 
adjectives reflect a desire to elevate the notion of sociability over the mere food occasion 
and to emphasize the privileged, higher realm of the spirit over the lowly material domain 
of the body in the convivial scene.  
 Contained in this conception of Jewish sociability lies a great irony, for Herz’s 
characterization of the notion effects a remarkable reversal of terms. In the literature of 
jüdisches Ceremoniell, as I have shown, commentators repeatedly characterized the Jews 
as materialists based on analyses of their alimentary behavior and relegated them on the 
basis of this determination to the ‘low’ end of the body/spirit binary. In her imagination 
of Jewish sociability as a form of “geistige Geselligkeit,” in contrast, Herz reversed the 
assignment and claimed the ‘high’ perch in the conceptual division of body and spirit. 
She also went one step further in evaluating Christian sociability as a form of 
materialistic excess and imagining these sociable occasions of Christian burghers as mere 
dinner parties, affairs of the belly rather than the brain. Thus the dichotomy of body/spirit 
continued to function in her analysis of sociable culture, but she reassigned the terms in 




final analysis, the distinctive contribution of her salon, and of Jewish sociability in 
general, was the culture of “Geist” that it promoted. The subjugation of the material 
substratum of sociability to these immaterial dimensions of spirit and intellect constituted 
a defining characteristic of Jewish sociability and a sine non qua of Herz’s sociable ideal. 
 In her social role as hostess and salonnière, then, Henriette Herz did something 
remarkable: she completely redefined the notion of Jewish hospitality on the level of both 
practice and perception. Less than a century prior to the formation of her salon, Johann 
Eisenmenger had argued that a Jew was forbidden to welcome a Christian to his home as 
a guest, and that doing so would bring the curse of exile upon his head. As I have shown 
in Chapter 1, the imagination of the Jewish table as a hostile, misanthropic, unwelcoming 
site was a dominant trope in early modern ethnographic writings about the Jewish 
presence in the German lands. A mere century later, the fact that a Jewish woman such as 
Herz would open her tea and dining table to Jews and non-Jews alike interceded 
powerfully in this long-standing imagination of Jewish commensal practice. Ideals of 
Jewish and Christian social community had changed over the course of this century, as 
Jews began the process of assimilating into German society by the mid to late 1700s. It 
was at the table where Jewish women such as Henriette Herz crafted their own ideal 
social spaces and presented their performance of how the larger society should ideally be. 
This was the space they had control over, and this is thus where their performances of 
their social ideal took place. What a salonnière such as Herz did not have control over, 
however, was the perception of her salon in the broader society. Despite her best efforts 




lost control over the public perception of the salon and Jewish salon culture. It is to an 
analysis of this public perception of the Jewish salon that the next section is devoted.  
 
“Der ästhetische Teetisch” 
 The Herz salon was a private institution with a very public profile. Beyond the 
fame it garnered as a landmark in the cultural topography of sociability, it also gained 
notoriety to the extent that it was part of a much broader social and cultural trend. This 
was the phenomenon of Jewish assimilation, a social process that occurred alongside the 
legal battle for emancipation and was especially visible in the city of Berlin. Between the 
years of 1760 and 1830, the Jewish community of Berlin underwent a series of dramatic 
transformations in its religious, cultural and social life.176 Many members of the 
community ceased their observation of Jewish ritual law, forgoing distinctive forms of 
dress, abandoning the dietary laws and shaving their beards in the case of men. 
Culturally, Jews living in Berlin exposed themselves to German culture more than in any 
prior era, following Moses Mendelssohn’s example to acquire the German language and 
adopt the Enlightenment value of Bildung for themselves. Socially, Berlin Jews began to 
step out in the last decades of the eighteenth century, promenading under the Linden, 
going to theater, frequenting the coffeehouses and participating in salon culture. These 
new forms of socialization increased Jewish contacts with non-Jews and further sped up 
the already rapid process of Jewish assimilation to German culture. 
 New developments in the lives of German Jews spawned new textual traditions in 
the German-Jewish discourse. The turn of the nineteenth century witnessed the birth of a 
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new polemic that constituted a response to these changes in the traditional structure of 
German Jewish life. This new guise of anti-Jewish invective—which ultimately became 
the dominant mode of polemic writings on the Jews in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
century—made the assimilatory behavior of the Jews the focus of its critique, rather than 
the intricacies of Jewish ritual or the tenets of Jewish belief. In this shift in focus, the 
anti-assimilation discourse thus distinguished itself from early modern and medieval 
polemic writings on the Jews. Satirical representations of the external signs of Jewish 
assimilation comprised a large part of the content of such texts,177 but what critics 
mocked above all was the Jewish effort to acquire Bildung and to embrace German 
literary and intellectual culture—in short, to acquire an aesthetic sensibility. The 
caricature of “der jüdische Elegant”—a satirical representation of the acculturated Berlin 
Jew—was created in this discursive context and became a key stereotype in the anti-
assimilation discourse of the early nineteenth century.178 
 If the anti-assimilation discourse relied on a particular cast of characters with a 
distinctive set of behaviors, it also invoked a clearly demarcated topography. The natural 
habitat of “der jüdische Elegant” was the salon, the imagined meeting place of 
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risible effort on the part of the Jews to assimilate into bourgeois society. “Welcher Jude erschrickt jetz vor 
einem Stücke Schweinefleisch, wenn ihm hungert,” Achim von Arnim lamented in Über die Kennzeichen 
des Judenthums (1811). In Stefan Nienhaus, ed. Texte der deutschen Tischgesellschaft, (Tübingen: Max 
Niemeyer Verlag, 2008), 109. 
	  
178 The most important contributor to the new genre, Karl Grattenauer, described the figure thus: “Ich weiß 
nicht, wie ich dazu gekommen bin, von Juden-Elegants zu reden. Es giebt keinen Juden der elegant ist, und 
guten Ton hat, wiewohl viele hundert Judenjungens sehr honett seyn wollen, und auf Eleganz Anspruch 
machen. Wer aber diese Eleganz-Prätendenten…näher kennt, der weiß auch, daß sie die langweiligsten, 
arrogantesten, zudringlichsten, unausstehlichsten Gesellen sind; eine wahre Plage aller guten Gesellschaft!” 
Karl Grattenauer, Erklärung an das Publikum über meine Schrift: Wider der Juden (Berlin: Johann 





assimilated Jews with interests in German high culture.179 Opponents of Jewish 
assimilation thus outfitted their critique of the Jewish aspiration to Bildung with a spatial 
dimension. Because the salon was known by another name in the time period, moreover, 
the rhyming potential was irresistible, particularly for those authors who conducted their 
critiques in a burlesque mode.  The image of “der ästhetische Teetisch” affixed the 
argument against Jewish assimilation to a particular site and subsequently became a 
dominant trope in the anti-assimilation discourse of the early nineteenth century.180 
 In polemic treatments of Jewish assimilation, the notion of “der ästhetische 
Teetisch” functioned as the crude punch line to jokes about the Jewish effort to 
understand concepts of German intellectual culture. One such joke, from a collection of 
relatively mild drolleries about the Jews published in 1810, went as follows: 
“Mai,” sagte Saul Bechor Moses zu einem Bekannten seiner Nation, “Du bist doch ein 
gelehrtes Kerlchen, Du weißt doch alles; main, so sog mir doch, was will man denn sogen 
mit ästhetisch?—Alle Welt spricht doch von ästhetisch?—was soll’s bedeuten?” 
Der gelehrte Freund warf sich in die Brust und versetzte: Aesthetisch?—Nun, ich will Dir 
wohl sogen, was es ist.—Es ist so viel als ein Ding, daraus man kann machen alles, zum 
Beispiel, draus kann ich machen ein Eß- und ein Theetisch; hast Du’s nun verstanden? 
“Wie Du fragst, freilich hob ich’s verstanden,” antwortete Saul Bechor Moses, und 
bewunderte die Gelehrsamkeit seines scharfsinnigen Glaubensgenossen.”181 
 
A second version occurred in a far more hostile tractate from 1819: 
A.M. Schleswicher. Sogen Sie mich doch, was ist das, wenn Sie sprechen: aisthetisch?  
Aaron Cohn. Nohn, verstehen Sie denn kein Deutsch? Wenn da wackelt der Tisch, und 
ich rick ihn, und spreche: ai, steh Tisch! und er stieht, ist’s dann nicht gut, ist’ dann nicht 
schain?182 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
179 Other than the salon, the theater was the other important site for the spatial imagination of Jewish 
assimilation. See Gunnar Och, Imago Judaica: Juden und Judentum im Spiegel der deutschen Literatur 
(Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 1995), 253-272. 
 
180 Other than Och, Petra Wilhelmy-Dollinger appears to be the only scholar to have addressed this 
perception of the salon. She does not appreciate the degree to which “der ästhetische Teetisch” was coded 
as Jewish, however—a critical oversight. Petra Wilhelmy-Dollinger, Der Berliner Salon im 19. 
Jahrhundert, 466-9. 
	  
181 Judas Ascher, Der Judenfreund (Leipzig: 1810), 126-7. 
 
182 Hartwig von Hundt-Radowsky, Judenspiegel: Ein Schand- und Sittengemälde alter und neuer Zeit 





Both jokes include the most basic features of the discourse of Jewish assimilation. 
Although none of the four interlocutors are identified directly as Jews, their obvious 
characterization as such is effected by stereotypically Jewish names and more crucially 
by the linguistic features of their speech. Their faulty command of the German language, 
an essential feature of nineteenth century anti-Semitic discourse, is well alluded to by the 
rendering of their improper pronunciation as well as their grammatically incorrect 
utterances. This incomplete mastery of German underscores the vast cultural gap between 
the coarse, bumbling Jew and the complex intellectual concept he attempts to grasp. The 
boundless self-confidence evinced by both Cohn and Moses’ “gelehrter Freund” in 
defining the term ‘aesthetic’ for their friends reflects the fundamental premise of the 
joke—namely, that the Jewish embrace of German culture conducted around the tea table 
was based on a whole series of false understandings and misapprehensions.  
 Jokes such as these expose the chasm between the practice and perception of the 
Jewish salons—between how a salonnière such as Herz organized her sociable practice 
and how external observers imagined the activities of her tea table. The use of the trope 
of “der ästhetische Teetisch” was by no means restricted to the coarse context of the anti-
Semitic tractate, however. By as early as the 1790s, the trope had entered into the literary 
imagination as well and ultimately played a surprisingly frequent role in the literature of 
German Romanticism. The fact does not necessarily surprise, given that many authors of 
the period, including Ludwig Tieck, E.T.A. Hoffmann, Achim von Arnim and Heinrich 
Heine had participated heavily in sociable culture and otherwise engaged with the theme 





of sociability in their literary productions.183 A number of depictions of the “Teetisch,” 
the “Teegesellschaft,” or “der ästhetische Tee” in the works of these authors occurred in 
explicit conjunction with Jewish themes, while other representations expanded the 
portrayal of the tea table beyond the strict Jewish reference to a broader sketch of 
sociable culture. The majority of these depictions, moreover, were highly critical of salon 
culture, reflecting a shift in tides as the Jewish salon began to fall out of fashion in the 
waning years of the eighteenth century.  
 Ludwig Tieck was one author whose literary works reflect an engagement with 
salon culture. Tieck had visited Herz’s salon and was part of the circle at Jena as well. In 
1796, he published “Die Theegesellschaft,” a one-act play that offers a critique of Berlin 
sociability. Werner, the protagonist, is a young man who has wearied of the Berlin salon 
scene but has fallen in love with one of its hostesses, the radiant Julie who together with 
her uncle Ahlfeld maintains an open house. His negative assessment of sociable culture 
emerges in the first scene: 
Gesellschaft? Ich muß immer lachen, wenn ich das Wort höre!...Man kann aus einem 
Hause in das andere gehn,--es bemerken, wie das gesellige Thier, Mensch genannt, unter 
einer Menge seiner geistreichen Mitbrüder sitzt, und von Herzen gähnt. Ich war einmal 
Thor genug, Gesellschaft zu suchen,--wie bald kam ich aber davon zurück!184 
 
Werner exposes the obverse side of Herz’s sociable ideal, casting the desire for 
sociability as a superficial pursuit that leads not to the goal of free communicative 
exchange but rather to boredom and ennui. “Geistreich,” a term employed by Herz with 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
183 For Tieck’s salon experience, see for example Thomas Günther Ziegner, Ludwig Tieck, Studien zur 
Geselligkeitsproblematik: die soziologisch-pädagogische Kategorie der Geselligkeit als einheitsstiftender 
Faktor in Leben und Werk des Dichters (Frankfurt am Main: P. Lang, 1987). For E.T.A. Hoffmann’s 
satirical treatment of Jewish salon culture, see chapter 5 of Wolf-Daniel Hartwich, Romantischer 
Antisemitismus: Von Klopstock bis Richard Wagner (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2005).   
 




full earnestness to describe her sociable occasions, functions now ironically in Werner’s 
world-weary assessment of his fellow participants in salon culture. 
 Werner’s pessimism has its grounds in bitter disappointment: for although Julie 
returns his affection, her uncle Ahlfeld has arranged for her a marriage of convenience to 
the nobleman Baron Dornberg. This marriage plot, in which a bourgeois woman with 
means marries a cash-poor but status-rich nobleman, was in fact part of the social 
dynamic of the Jewish salon, investigated in detail by Deborah Hertz in her study of 
conversion and intermarriage rates among Jewish female and noble male salon 
participants.185 Although there is no mention of the Ahlfelds’ religion in Die 
Theegesellschaft, the tradeoff of capital and prestige implied by Julie’s engagement 
replicates the types of marriage matches made in the Jewish salon, of which Tieck was 
well aware.186 When Werner ultimately does visit Julie’s tea table in the midsection of 
the play, he laments the vapidity of the gathering via a witty analysis of the semiotics of 
tea: 
Dies blasse, nüchterne Getränk, in eben so leichenblassen Tassen! Der wunderbare 
aromatische Duft,--das Theegespräch dabei,--die seidende Maschine—o man könnte mir 
mit Thee jede Gesellschaft verleiden (392). 
 
The insipid quality of tea functions metonymically here as an assessment of the watered-
down conversation of the tea society and wan morality of its participants. Tieck’s play 
sets in motion the terms of the Salonkritik in the Romantic era, casting the tea table as a 
site of affectation and artifice that could not however conceal the crass materialism and 
base motives of its participants, many of whom were of course Jews.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
185 See Deborah Hertz, Jewish High Society in Old Regime Berlin, Chapter 7. 
 
186 Tieck was a close friend of Friedrich and Dorothea Schlegel. The two had met in Herz’s salon and 
subsequently married. Although the relationship was not one of convenience, it involved the pairing of a 





 While the allusions to the Jewish role in salon culture remain oblique in Die 
Theegesellschaft, other depictions of the tea table coded the site explicitly as Jewish. 
Achim von Arnim’s Die Majoratsherren (1818), the only story in the late work of the 
author to deal with Jewish themes, offers a highly intricate, frequently baffling plot 
regarding the feudal rule of primogeniture. Over the course of the narrative the story 
traces the transition from this tradition of inheritance to a capitalistic model of 
landownership, associating the latter moreover with Jewish economic behavior. The 
figure of Vasthi, “ein grimmig Judenweib”187 who ultimately purchases the land in 
question and establishes a factory on its grounds, has led a number of scholars to interpret 
the depiction of Jewish themes in Die Majoratsherren as “sozialökonomisch 
motiviert.”188 Although the story does invoke tropes of economic anti-Semitism, its 
engagement with Jewish themes is more complex than such a narrowly focused 
interpretation would allow. This complexity is nowhere more apparent than in the figure 
of Esther, the other central Jewish figure in the story whose depiction combines in 
peculiar fashion two central concerns of late Romanticism: ambivalent attitudes towards 
Judaism and the Jews on the one hand, and a fascination with the realm of the fantastic on 
the other.  
 Die Majoratsherren commences with the return of the protagonist, the febrile and 
mystically inclined “Majoratsherr,” to his hometown after the death of his mother. He 
takes up residence in a chamber in his impoverished cousin’s house that borders on the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
187 Achim von Arnim, Die Majoratsherren: Erzählungen (Berlin: Aufbau Verlag, 1985), 85. 
 
188 See Peter Phillipp Riedl, “’…das ist ein ewig Schachern und Zänken…’ Achim von Arnims Haltung zu 
den Juden in den Majorats-Herren und anderen Schriften” Aurora 54 (1994), 84. Riedel writes: “[Vasthi] 
wird als Trägerin des aufkommenden Industriekapitalismus…dargestellt. Es handelt sich also in den 




Judengasse and provides him with a view into the room of Esther, a beautiful Jewess and 
stepdaughter of the aforementioned Vasthi.189 Esther is nothing like her monstrous 
stepmother. The narrative paints her in the guise of a salonnière, a cultivated woman with 
interests in language and culture: “eine gebildete Jüdin, hat…mit ihrem Vater…alle 
Städte besucht, alle vornehme Herren bei sich gesehn, spricht alle Sprachen” (77). Like 
the man who observes her through her window, though, Esther is similarly febrile and 
prone to strange flights of fancy. At nighttime, the “Majoratsherr” witnesses her 
conducting an imaginary salon around her tea table: 
Nun war alles im Zimmer geordnet, und Esther, sehr elegant angezogen, legte einige 
schöngebundene englische Bücher aufs Sofa und begrüßte auch englisch das erste Nichts, 
dem sie in ihrer Gesellschaftskomödie die Tür öffnete. Kaum antwortete sie Englisch in 
seinem Namen, so stand da ein langer finsterer Engländer vor ihr…Mit solchen 
Lufbildern von Franzosen, Polen, Italienern, endlich auch mit einem kantischen 
Philosophen, einem deutschen Fürsten, der Roßhändler geworden, einem jungen 
aufgeklärten Theologen und einigen Edelleuten auf Reisen belebte sich der Teetisch…Es 
entspann sich ein Streit über die Angelegenheiten Frankreichs. Der Kantianer 
demonstrierte; aber der Franzose wütete. Sie suchte sehr gewandt die Streitenden 
auseinanderzuhalten und schüttete endlich…eine Tasse heißen Tee dem Kantianer auf die 
Unterkleider, um eine Diversion zu machen (89-90). 
 
Even in 1818, long after the heyday of the Berlin Jewish salons, the narrative unleashes a 
critique of sociable culture, the terms of which should by now be familiar: the intellectual 
posturing of the salon participants, the enthusiasm for French culture, and the token 
adoption of Enlightenment values all resonate in this late depiction of the tea table.190 
What makes the depiction especially striking, however, is the fusion of these themes with 
Romantic content: the specter of Esther’s madness and the irrationality of the scene speak 
to the Romantic fascination with the fantastic realm. The commingling of Jewish and 
Romantic themes achieves particular satisfaction in the reference to Esther’s imaginary 
salon participants as “Luftbilder”—a suggestive rendering of the archetype of the Jew as 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
 




a “Luftmensch,” an entity without real substance or concrete grounding. The story thus 
exploits the Romantic conceit of madness to paint Esther’s tea table quite literally as a 
“Luftgeschäft.” 
 Die Theegesellschaft and Die Majoratsherren thus both provide a critique of 
salon culture as affected and artificial, an exercise in external cultivation rather than 
authentic culture, and particularly in the case of the latter, an imaginary exercise 
(“Luftgeschäft”) that did not harmonize well with the Romantic pursuit of an authentic 
Germanness with its roots in the soil rather than the air. What is essential to realize is that 
the terms of the critique of salon culture were simultaneously the terms of the anti-
assimilation critique. If the hallmark attributes of the tea table were affectation and 
inauthenticity, these were also the hallmarks of the Jewish “Elegants” and 
“Aesthetiker”—the assimilated Jews who comprised the company at the tea table.  
This dual function of the trope of “der ästhetische Teetisch”—i.e. the imaginative 
locus of both anti-salon and anti-Jewish invective—is perhaps best exemplified in the 
case of Heinrich Heine. Heine had lived in Berlin and partaken of salon culture as well, 
albeit years after the height of the Jewish salons, and provided arguably the most famous 
reference to the trope in his Lyrisches Intermezzo: “Sie saßen und tranken am 
Teetisch/Und sprachen von Liebe viel./Die Herren waren ästhetisch/Die Damen von 
zartem Gefühl.”191 In ironic but mild terms, the poet cast the tea table as the stage for the 
expression of vapid platitudes of love articulated by well-meaning but incompetent 
aspirants to intellectual culture. As had some of his predecessors, Heine gendered the site 
of the tea table, painting it as the domain of a female hostess leading a conversation on 
the vagaries of love. Heine did not code the space further as Jewish, but the terms of his 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




poem were turned against him nearly a century later, by one of the few virtuosos of the 
German language able to rival Heine in the pithy turn of phrase. In “Heine und die 
Folgen” (1910), Karl Kraus offered a devastating critique of the Jewish influence on 
German culture, an influence he further characterized as French and female. These 
tendencies were embodied for him in the figure of Heinrich Heine, a poet of style but no 
substance, with an abundance of superfluous wit but an alarming paucity of intellectual 
content. Kraus reached a century back into the lexicon of the early nineteenth century to 
lob the following grenade:  
Sicherlich, keiner dürfte sich im Ausmaß der Übung und im Umfang intellektueller 
Interessen mit Heine vergleichen. Wohl aber überbietet ihn heute jeder Itzig Witzig in der 
Fertigkeit, ästhetisch auf Teetisch zu sagen und eine kandierte Gedankenhülse durch 
Reim und Rhythmus zum Knallbonbon zu machen.192 
 
Although Kraus’ appropriation of the rhyme scheme far exceeds the jokes of his 
predecessors in pithy sophistication, his assessment of the Jewish relationship to German 
culture remained remarkably similar. Using food imagery, he accused Heine of damaging 
German culture by serving up empty candy rather than heartier intellectual fare. 
 To conclude: the critical point I wish to make via this discussion is that at the turn 
of the nineteenth century, due largely in part to the phenomenon of the Jewish salon, the 
imagination of the Jewish table underwent a stunning and remarkable transformation.  
In the early modern period, as I have argued, the site was associated with a whole series 
of barbaric and primitive behaviors. While the Jewish refusal to eat with non-Jews 
expressed their perceived primitive social attitudes, their imagined gluttony and foul 
stench similarly exposed crude and base behaviors in the corporeal realm. Even more so, 
the blood libel invoked the nadir of all human behavior, in alleging Jewish practices of 
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human sacrifice and blood cannibalism. When alluded to in early modern texts, then, the 
Jewish table evoked imaginations of the most barbaric and horrific behavior known to 
man. The activities of 1780-1810 precipitated a radical revision of this image. At the tea 
tables and in the drawing rooms of Jewish households, Jews were engaging in innovative 
table behaviors, most prominently new practices of commensality but also new forms of 
etiquette and table talk. These new practices shifted into the realm of perception as both 
polemic and literary texts recoded the image of the Jewish table as the key site for the 
performance of Jewish assimilation, a locus of Jewish hyperacculturation, overrefinement 
and pretentious elegance. The reversal could not have been more dramatic. As I will 
show in subsequent chapters, moreover, this reworked imagination of the Jewish table 
continued to function in the nineteenth and twentieth century context, reemerging most 
powerfully in the renewed discourse of Jewish assimilation at the turn of the twentieth 
century. But now, it is necessary to remain in the early nineteenth century and turn to the 
question of Christian table culture in the time period—that is, to a study of the Christlich-
Deutsche Tischgesellschaft, a table society founded in 1811 in direct reaction to the 
culture of the Jewish salon. 
 
The “christlich-deutsche Tischgesellschaft” 
Mealtime performances à la Achim von Arnim and Clemens Brentano  
The idea for a Christian-German Table Society originated with Achim von Arnim. 
At the close of the year 1810, the author proposed in writing the establishment of a new 
institution of sociability.193 His plan for an eating club that would meet every two weeks 
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at three o’clock for lunch in the “Wirthe des Casino”—an assembly room located in the 
Friedrichstadt—was quickly realized. The first gathering of the group took place on 
January 18, 1811 and drew thirty-five visitors.194 The Tischgesellschaft continued to 
convene in the turbulent years that followed, throughout the French occupation of 
Prussia, the Prussian Reforms, and the subsequent Wars of Liberation (1813-4). Its 
members stemmed from the upper civil and lower noble classes and held a wide array of 
professions as professors, civil servants, military, authors and artists. Arnim prized this 
social heterogeneity, proclaiming the value of a “gemischte Gesellschaft” that did not 
operate according to class hierarchy but rather conducted its affairs in line with the 
democratic and egalitarian tendencies of the civic association.195 Contrary to the general 
impression conveyed in the critical reception of the Tischgesellschaft as a homogeneous, 
arch-conservative “Herrenclub,” Stefan Nienhaus has painted a more differentiated 
portrait of the club, emphasizing the different social backgrounds and political views of 
its members and framing the society rather in the terms of a “heterogene Elitegruppe.”196  
Arnim’s ideal of a “gemischte Gesellschaft” nevertheless had its limits. By far the 
most well known aspect of the Tischgesellschaft was the provision it established 
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members are taken from this volume. 
 
194 See Beckedorff’s Abschiedsrede on the first assembly: “Von den unterschriebenen 55 Mitglieddern 
waren 35 gegenwärtig.” In Texte der deutschen Tischgesellschaft, 151. 
 
195 In a speech of 1815, Arnim described the genesis of the society: “So wurde nun der erste Versuch am 18 
Jan 1810 [sic] gemacht, ob eine gemischte Gesellschaft aus vielen treflichen, aber einander wenig 
bekannten Menschen zur gemeinsamen Berathung über Gesetze…führen könnte.” In Texte der deutschen 
Tischgesellschaft, 205. On the democratic principles of the Bürgerverein that were carried on in the 
Tischgesellschaft, see Stefan Nienhaus, Geschichte der deutschen Tischgesellschaft, 30. 
 





disallowing the membership of philistines, Jews and women in the group.197 The 
exclusion of the Jews in particular has been interpreted as an attempt on the part of the 
society at “Selbstdefinition ex negativo”—i.e. the use of a foil to facilitate the 
development of a cohesive group identity.198 If the Jews provided the Tischgesellschaft 
with an internal foe against whom they could unite in a common battle, war against an 
external enemy—France—provided the second key means of ideological identification 
for the group. Anti-French sentiment and its converse, Prussian patriotism and a 
determination to liberate Prussia from the French occupiers, thus constituted the other 
key component of the group’s identity. Despite the patriotic character of the 
Tischgesellschaft, however, the political effectiveness of the society was drastically 
constrained by the lack of a free press in addition to fear of reprisal by the French 
authorities.199 The ideological battles fought by the Tischgesellschaft both against the 
Jews and for the Prussian crown thus remained confined to the realm of the table—the 
literal and imaginative backdrop around which the group defined and defended its 
identity. 
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beym Tagblat als der Gesellschaft wohlanständig und angemessen eingeführt wird, ist dadurch ordentliches 
Mitglied. Die Gesellschaft versteht unter dieser Wohlanständigkeit, daß es ein Mann von Ehre und guten 
Sitten und in christlicher Religion geboren sey, unter dieser Angemessenheit, daß es kein Philister, als 
welche auf ewige Zeiten daraus verbant sind.” In Texte der deutschen Tischgesellschaft, 7.  
 
198 In her excellent essay, Susanna Moßmann describes this process by which German ideologues of the 
early nineteenth century created a foil in their efforts to define Germanness for themselves. “Die 
romantisch-idealistische Bestimmung des ‘Deutschtums’…allerdings war so vage und realitätsfremd, daß 
sie als Gefühlskitt der Nation keinesfalls genügen konnte. Als wirksamer erwies sich die nationale 
Selbstdefinition ex negativo: Die intensive Beschreibung des “Nichtdeutschen,” “Fremden,” denn das 
“Fremde” war nicht überprüfbar.” Susanna Moßmann, “Das Fremde ausscheiden: Antisemitismus und 
Nationalbewußtsein bei Ludwig von Arnim und in der “Christlich-deutschen Tischgesellschaft,” 125. 
 





The ban imposed on women and Jews has led a number of scholars to classify the 
Tischgesellschaft as a “counter-salon,” an institution formed in explicit protest to the 
perceived dominance of the Jewish salon over the sociable culture of Berlin.200 The 
comparison is an apt one that nevertheless begs for further extension. Prior comparisons 
of the two institutions have remained largely superficial, limited to general contrasts of 
questions of membership alongside analyses of the political tendencies of each group. On 
the micro-level of detail, in contrast, the comparison becomes far richer and more 
suggestive. It was no accident that the Tischgesellschaft constituted itself as an eating 
society in opposition to the perceived influence of the Jewish tea table, nor was the 
exclusion of Jews from its model of table fellowship incidental. The signifying potential 
of the table was not lost on its founders, who drew heavily on the details of table 
practice—including laws of commensality, rituals of the meal, and the tradition of the 
Tischrede—in order to both define the society in opposition to the salon and to shore up 
its own self-identity. Via a cultural performance of the meal, the Tischgesellschaft staged 
a vision of a broader social and political ideal in a time of wide dissent regarding even the 
most basic notions of society and state. What was the proper place of the Jews in German 
civil society? What kind of political entity did the Prussian state comprise, given its 
subjugation to the French occupiers and lack of a constitution or an all-Prussian 
parliament?201 In what relation did it stand, furthermore, to the other German states and to 
the cultural idea of “Germanness”? As an examination of the extant papers of the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
200 See Deborah Hertz, Jewish High Society in Old Regime Berlin, 271. The assessment of the 
Tischgesellschaft as a counter- or anti-salon is a prevalent one in the secondary literature. See also Günter 
Oesterle, “Juden, Philister und romantische Intellektuelle,” 66; Katja Garloff, “Figures of Love in Romantic 
Antisemitism: Achim von Arnim,” 429-30. 
 
201 For an overview of Prussia’s political situation in ca. 1810, see Mary Fulbrook, A Concise History of 




Tischgesellschaft reveals, the society orchestrated possible answers to these questions via 
their table performances, exploiting the meanings that food occasions encode to stage an 
idealized vision of the as yet unformed German nation and to formulate the role of the 
Jews therein.  
“Am Krönungstage des 1811ten Jahres nach Christi Geburt (am 18 Januar) ist die 
deutsche Tischgesellschaft durch freye Uebereinkunft der versammelten Männer gestiftet 
und durch mündliche Verhandlung folgende Gesetze verabredet worden” (6). Thus began 
Arnim’s “Bericht” on the first meeting of the Tischgesellschaft. The sentence provides 
two critical pieces of information on the disposition and inspiration for the group: first, 
the rationale underlying the choice of date for the initial meeting; and second, the nature 
of the activities undertaken by the group in the first assembly. In deciding upon the 
coronation day of the Prussian monarchy as the inaugural date of the society, Arnim 
clearly affiliated the group with the Prussian crown and underscored its patriotic 
disposition from the outset. In devoting the inaugural session to the establishment of the 
laws of the society, however—“durch mündliche Verhandlung folgende Gesetze 
verabredet worden”—the motives of the founder were somewhat less apparent. The 
remainder of the “Bericht” presented the laws upon which the members decided in their 
first assembly, laws that ranged from provisions determining the proper protocol to be 
followed in all subsequent meetings, many of which concerned the role and 
responsibilities of the speaker (“Sprecher”), to rules regarding criteria for membership in 
the society as well as stipulations concerning registration, punctuality, and grounds for 
expulsion from the group. So, for example, one law mandated a late fine of 8 Groschen 




all who wished to attend a meeting must declare their intent to do so via a survey to be 
circulated one day prior to the lunch in question. 
Such minutiae, mundane as the details may be, bring the most striking aspect of 
the “Bericht” to the fore, namely the extreme degree of formalization adopted by Arnim 
et. al in the organization and self-stylization of the Tischgesellschaft. Particularly when 
juxtaposed with the preference established in the Jewish salon for serendipity and 
contingency in the sociable occasion, the distinct proclivities of the Tischgesellschaft for 
structure and rules—one member spoke later of “wenige Gesetze, aber die nach mehreren 
lüstern machten” as the first “Mitgift” of the society (151)—stand out. To participants in 
salon culture, the highly regulated model of sociability that the Tischgesellschaft offered 
would likely have seemed pedantic and even crude. Indeed, as the fame of the society 
grew, the regimented nature of its gatherings became a locus of critique. Saul Ascher, a 
sharp opponent of the anti-Semitic tendencies of Prussian patriotism, skewered the 
Tischgesellschaft in terms that recall Börne’s critique of the philistinism of Halle 
sociability: “Die Gesellschaft hat Gesetze—wie philistermäßig!—kommt zu einer 
bestimmten Zeit zusammen—wie philistermäßig!—um zu essen und zu trinken—wie 
philistermäßig!”202 From the viewpoint of the external observer, then, the regulated 
model of sociability that the Tischgesellschaft offered appeared unsophisticated and 
boorish, a philistine-like organization of leisure time in contrast to the cosmopolitan form 
of stylish sociability practiced by the salon.  
 From the viewpoint of the members, in contrast, the status of the society as a law-
bearing and law-making institution held a different significance. In a revealing comment, 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





Beckedorff described the group’s “constitutioneller und gesetzbegieriger Charakter” 
(151). The use of adjectives from the legal and political semantic field speaks to the 
broader historical matrix in which the Tischgesellschaft was conceived. With the 
installation of Hardenberg in the office of the Prime Minister in June 1810, the year 1811 
marked a high point in the Prussian Reforms, a renewed promise of a Prussian 
constitution, and the convening of the “Notabeln-Versammlung,” a milestone in the 
efforts to establish a system of national representation in Prussia.203 In the notes to an 
1815 speech looking back on the genesis of the Tischgesellschaft, Arnim directly cited 
the larger political context as the inspiration for the group’s self-stylization as a 
government in miniature: “Stiftung der Gesellschaft zu einer Zeit, wo der Staat hoffen 
durfte zu einer Verfassung zu gelangen, ich versuchte es in dieser Gesellschaft, ob sich 
wohl in freyer Verhandlung eine Gesetzgebung bilden könne” (211). Arnim thus 
understood the effort undertaken by the Tischgesellschaft to write its own constitution as 
a creative social experiment on the small scale to mirror and perhaps even model this 
process for the reformers. The essentially creative nature of these efforts came even more 
clearly to the fore in a suggestion made by Arnim regarding the role of the speaker in 
presiding over the group lunches: 
Dem Sprecher müste ein hoher Stuhl geliefert werden, daß er ohne aufzustehen die 
Gesellschaft überschauen könnte; diese Einrichtung findet sich auch im brittischen 
Parlament. Weniger nachahmungswürdig scheint die Perücke und der schwarze Mantel, 
den dort der Sprecher führt, beyde Trachten werden bey uns nicht ernsthaft genug 
genommen, um sie nach zu bilden. (93) 
 
The self-understanding of the Tischgesellschaft as a parliament in miniature emerges 
strongly here, as does the degree to which the leaders of the group and particularly 
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Brentano conceived of their meetings in creative, dramatic terms. When transposed into 
the terminology of theater, Brentano’s suggestion amounts to a suggestion on set 
design—the placement and height of the speaker’s chair vis-à-vis the table—as well as 
costume—the consideration and eventual rejection of the idea of cloaking the speaker in 
the traditional vestment of the British Parliament. 
 If the table meetings of the Tischgesellschaft can be interpreted as a kind of 
political performance, then the commensality laws established by the group must also be 
probed for their broader political and social significance. The debate over Jewish 
emancipation was also at a high point in 1811 and achieved temporary resolution with the 
Edict of 1812, which granted citizenship to all Jews residing in Prussia. It is against this 
backdrop—namely, the decision made in favor of Jewish emancipation in Prussia as well 
as in a host of other German territories including Württemberg (1807), Baden (1809), and 
Frankfurt (1811)—that the exclusion of the Jews from table fellowship in the 
Tischgesellschaft must be read. What the members of the Tischgesellschaft lacked in 
effectiveness in the political realm, they countered with activity in the social sphere.204 
That is to say, the commensality laws erected by the society enacted in the realm of 
sociability what its members were not able to achieve in the broader political context—
i.e. the exclusion of the Jews from participation in German civil society. The symbolic 
significance of the prohibition on Jewish membership was perhaps nowhere better 
explicated than in Beckedorff’s Abschiedsrede of June 18, 1811:  
In einer Zeit, wo die Satzungen der Väter größtentheils umgestoßen werden, wo heilig 
Altes mit dem geistlos Veralteten in dieselbe Gruft begraben wird, wo eine große 
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Verwirrung und Vermischung Aller Dinge, Gesetze, Stände und Religionen, kurz ein 
allgemeiner plebejischer Zustand herbey geführt werden soll, in solcher Zeit kann eine 
Tischgesellschaft ihre gründliche Protestation gegen die ephemeren Neuerungen der 
Tageswelt nicht besser zu erkennen geben, als durch Verbannung der Juden, dieses 
Erbfeindes der Christenheit, dieses Wiedersachers aller Ordnung, dieses neugierigen und 
neuerungssüchtigen Volkes (153). 
 
Characterizing the contemporary political and social landscape in terms of upheaval, as a 
“Verwirrung und Vermischung Aller Dinge,” Beckedorff zeroed in on the commensality 
laws as the locus of the Tischgesellschaft’s symbolic protest against this climate of 
reform and reorganization. The exclusion of the Jews—in Beckedorff’s analysis, the 
“Widersacher aller Ordnung,” i.e. the agents of social upheaval—was thus understood as 
an attempt to maintain the old order (“die Satzungen der Väter,” “heilig Altes”) in the 
only arena over which the members had full control. 
 The most important members of the Tischgesellschaft were not politicians, 
however. Achim von Arnim and Clemens Brentano were authors and, especially in the 
case of the latter, keenly aware of the aesthetic potential that the space of the table and 
the ritual of the meal held. Perhaps more than any other member, Brentano knew how to 
exploit the props and apparatus of the table and the sense of aesthetic spectacle in the 
mealtime performance to powerful effect. Brentano’s attempts at investing the table space 
with deeper symbolic meaning can be observed in particular in his “Vorschläge zur 
aüßeren Verzierung der deutschen christlichen Tischgesellschaft” (1811). The document 
largely concerns the question of the proper glassware and related drinking vessels for the 
society. The Tischgesellschaft, Brentano determined, “[darf] als keine kunstlose 
erscheinen” (15). To that end, he recommended  
daß jedes Mitglied sich gelegentlich sein eignes Trinckglass anschaffe, worauf ein von 
ihm zu wählender deutscher christlicher Kernspruch ein geschnitten sey, welcher zu 
rechter Zeit bei irgendeiner Gesundheit ausgesprochen, der Gesellschaft sowohl zur 
Belustigung und Erweckung, als auch zu einem lauten Evangelium ihrer deutschen und 





Thereafter followed a related proposal for the purchase of “ein kunstreiches 
Trinckgeschirr altdeutscher Art von edlem Metall …aus welchem bei festlichen 
Gelegenheiten ein guter Rheinwein zu den von dem Herrn Sprecher auszubringenden 
Gesundheiten gemeinschaftlich getrunken werde” (15). The suggestions laid out by 
Brentano evoke an odd juxtaposition of playfulness and seriousness. While a distinct 
sense of play resonates throughout his ideas for the choreography and staging of the 
meal, the intent to inscribe the gatherings in a larger “old German” mealtime tradition 
must be viewed in contrast as entirely earnest. Stefan Nienhaus has rightly analyzed the 
significance of the glassware as an “Identifikationssymbol”—i.e. the use of a material 
object to mark the group’s ideological stance.205 The same may be said of a later 
suggestion made by Beckedorff, in an unsettling mixture of jocular and sinister tones, 
that some form of pork product grace the table of the Tischgesellschaft:   
Nein! Kein Beschnittener nahet diesem Tische, und zum ewigen Schrecken für sie, uns 
aber zur Erinnerung unsrer Gesinnung stehe künftig immer auf diesem Tische ein großer 
Schinken, gleichviel ob Frisch oder geräuchert, roh oder gekocht, in einer Pastete oder 
mit einem Guß, nur daß ich aus patriotischen Rücksichten einen ächten Pommerschen 
lieber sehen würde, als einen noch so fetten Westphälischen (154). 
 
Here the symbol of identification functioned in reverse, with the ham signifying the 
group’s ideological front against their declared enemy, the Jews. In the case of both the 
glassware and the pork, then, Brentano and Beckedorff took recourse to material table 
objects to mark the ideological stance of the group, thereby revealing an understanding of 
the broader social and cultural meaning that food objects and table equipment encode. 
Other suggestions proposed by members of the Tischgesellschaft verged on the 
bizarre. In a different series of “Vorschläge” made by Arnim ca. February 1811, the 
founder considered the following two ideas: 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




Da gegenwärtig die herrlichsten Tiger in der Stadt sind, so würde ich es meinem 
Geschmack sehr angemessen finden, ein solches Thier im Käfig bey einem grossen 
Mittagsmahle gegenwärtig zu sehen, ich würde mich für einen Bachus halten und 
ausserordentlichen Appetit bekommen, doch ist es möglich daß dieser Wunsch mir allein 
nur eigen ist, so wie ein andrer, daß jeder einen Blumenstrauß mitbrächte, um in dem 
allgemeinen Dufte zu schwelgen (93).  
 
Certainly the notion of dining with tigers while inhaling floral scents was a fanciful and 
outlandish suggestion, one that Arnim himself conceded was “unausführbar” (93). 
Nevertheless, the proposal provides a key to Arnim and Brentano’s understanding of the 
aesthetic possibilities of the meal. Arnim’s suggestion invoked the tradition of the 
Renaissance banquet as a “total event,” a spectacle that impacted all the senses and 
involved multiple forms of media.206 His desire for the lunch meetings of the 
Tischgesellschaft to stimulate the nose, the eyes and the appetite may be understood as an 
attempt to create an experience of synaesthesia, a sensory event which the site of the table 
was ideally suited to evoke. The suggestion thus reveals Arnim’s intent for the 
Tischgesellschaft to stage not only social but also aesthetic experiments, a creative 
exercise in sensory stimulation that bears more than a passing resemblance to the Futurist 
culinary experiments of the 1930s.  
 Food was also an integral part of the banquet, part of the aesthetic spectacle 
insofar as the meal provided stimulation for the senses of sight, taste and smell. The topic 
of food and drink did not constitute a source of embarrassment in the Renaissance 
tradition of the feast. On the contrary, as Mikhail Bakhtin has argued, alimentary themes 
and banquet imagery comprised a crucial part of the literature of the Renaissance and 
incorporated some of the key themes of grotesque realism, such as the open body, 
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excremental humor and the triumph of life over death. The evocation of these themes 
helped set the tone of the banquet, a mood that Bakhtin has described as festive and 
bawdy. This air of raucous festivity further impacted the kind of speech spoken at the 
feast: “Prandial speech is a free and jocular speech. The popular-festive right of laughter 
and clowneries, the right to be frank was extended to the table.”207 This specific model of 
the feast, with the implications it held for both the role of food and the tone of 
conversation, was embraced by the members of the Tischgesellschaft, who inscribed their 
mealtimes into the tradition of the Renaissance banquet in a number of ways. The 
recourse taken to this mode of sociability must moreover be viewed in contrast to the 
position espoused by Herz in her salon practice, for the salonnière, as I have argued, 
insisted upon the alienation of food from the sociable occasion in order to achieve a form 
of ‘geistige Geselligkeit’ that privileged the realm of the spirit rather than the body. 
 Unlike in the Herz salon, the sociability practiced by the Tischgesellschaft took 
place over a common meal. The difference is significant, for it reflects a greater ease on 
the part of the Tischgesellschaft members with the idea that the meal could serve as the 
focal point of the sociable occasion. Jokes on the topic of food were frequent—Arnim, 
for example, jestingly wrote of his desire to form a “Fressgesellschaft.”208 In slightly 
more earnest tones, Beckedorff openly acknowledged the meal occasion as the driving 
force and rationale for the creation of the Tischgesellschaft: “was aber die Absicht dieser 
Tischgesellschaft betrift, so muß aufrichtig gestanden werden, daß eine solche bey ihrer 
Gründung gänzlich gemangelt hat. Zusammen zu kommen, zusammen zu essen, in Lust 
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und Heiterkeit des eignen Geistes unter Scherz und Ernst uns zusammen zu bewegen, war 
unser Wunsch” (154). By putting the eating act in the forefront of his description of the 
society, Beckedorff achieved two ends: first, the frame of the common meal allowed him 
to paint the tone of the Tischgesellschaft meetings as one of jocularity and joviality 
(“Lust,” “Heiterkeit,” “Scherz”); and second, the emphasis on food and drink as the sole 
motive for the convening of the society helped to deflect any potential suspicion of the 
Tischgesellschaft as a political group dedicated to agitating against the French 
occupiers.209  
 If the emphasis on food allowed Beckedorff and others to stress the essentially 
harmless nature of the society as well as the festive, jocular tone of its gatherings, the 
setting of the meal also helped to shape the type of speech practiced by the 
Tischgesellschaft members. What Bakhtin has referred to as “prandial speech,” Arnim 
and Brentano called the “Tischrede,” a speech genre that may be characterized in terms 
of occasion and audience (the festive meal and the diners assembled), location (the table 
and/or assembly room), and tone (the festive, sometimes bawdy mood occasioned by the 
act of eating and particularly drinking).210 The members of the Tischgesellschaft took 
explicit recourse to the tradition of the “Tischrede,” with Brentano and Arnim honoring 
the originator of the tradition in the German context in a speech containing their thoughts 
on the ideal form of table talk to be practiced throughout the course of the meal: “Welch 
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reiche Fundgrube des ernsten und fröhligen Lebens thut sich uns nicht in Luthers 
Tischreden auf, sollten wir nicht aus dem Unsrigen auch ein Schatz der Erinnerung unsrer 
Geselligkeit zu sammeln versuchen” (22). Invoking the name of Luther, the authors 
advocated for the recitation of droll stories throughout the meal occasion, arguing that 
“durch solche allgemeine Mittheilung wird eine Tischgesellschaft erst recht zu einer 
Tischgeselligkeit, und entgeht der Gefahr, nur eine Reihe nebeneinander essender 
Menschen vorzustellen” (22). If any discomfort with the food occasion was felt by 
members of the Tischgesellschaft, it is to be located here, in Arnim and Brentano’s wish 
to enhance the meal component of the assembly with speech content. The act of telling 
stories and offering “Tischreden” was seen by the authors as conferring a needed sense of 
legitimacy to the society, which they viewed, all joking aside, as much more than a mere 
eating club.  
The wish for the gatherings to transcend the format of the ‘mere meal’ and the 
peril of transience similarly emerged in the authors’ subsequent proposal to acquire a 
large book, “in welches immer die beste Geschichte eingetragen werde, zu eigner und der 
Nachwelt Ergötzlichkeit” (22). The desire to evade the ephemeral quality of the occasion 
and to preserve the speeches of the Tischgesellschaft members stands in direct contrast to 
salon practice, which emphasized the act and art of conversation but placed no value on 
the recording of such speech productions for posterity, privileging instead the role of 
serendipity and contingency in sociable speech. Arnim and Brentano, in contrast, wished 
to capture the speech engendered by the occasion of the Tischgesellschaft meetings, a 




members were published soon after their recitation (the “Stiftungslied” and Brentano’s 
“Der Philister vor, in und nach der Geschichte”). 
 Arguably the most important of the Tischreden, however, was not published. This 
was Arnim’s 1811 “Über die Kennzeichen des Judenthums,” a speech on the attributes of 
contemporary German Jewry that Heinz Härtl has rightly called “der schlimmste 
antisemitische Text der deutschen Romantik.”211 The frankly vile nature of the speech 
stems, as Härtl has argued, precisely from the jesting, light-hearted tone in which Arnim 
presented his thoughts on the question of Jewish assimilation.212 When employed to 
discuss such sober subject matter, the festive free speech and bawdy license characteristic 
of the “Tischrede” seems grotesque and distressing indeed. Similarly unsettling is the 
manner in which the speech casually mixes both modern and medieval anti-Jewish 
tropes—a hostile treatment of the themes of Jewish assimilation and acculturation in the 
former case, and stock tropes of medieval and early modern anti-Judaism in the latter, 
including the blood libel and the foetor judaicus to name just two. Significantly, Arnim 
grounded his coverage of these early modern themes via reference to the trio of early 
eighteenth century authors of the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell, Eisenmenger, 
Schudt and Kirchner. Thus the text may be read as a document of both continuity and 
change: of the persistence of early modern Jewish themes into the modern era, on the one 
hand, and the reformulation and reshaping of these tropes for the new modern context on 
the other. 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
211 Heinz Härtl, “Romantischer Antisemitismus: Arnim und die ‘Tischgesellschaft,’” 1162. 
 
212 See Heinz Härtl, 1162: “Diese Rede is der schlimmste antisemitische Text der deutschen Romantik, 
gerade auf Grund der heiter-ausgelassenen Unbefangenheit, mit der er unter Berufung auf Aristophanes 




For the purposes of this discussion, however, the most significant aspect of the speech is 
the way in which Arnim imagined Jewish assimilation as an infiltration of civil society 
and cast the table space of the Tischgesellschaft as the last bastion to withstand this 
Jewish takeover. As the conclusion to the chapter, I thus turn to a close reading of “Über 
die Kennzeichen des Judenthums.” 
 
The Table as Refuge in Arnim’s “Über die Kennzeichen des Judenthums” 
 Sometime between March-June 1811 and subsequent to Brentano’s recitation of 
his “Philister-Satire” on February 27th, 1811, Arnim held a speech on the attributes of 
modern Jewry before the members of the Tischgesellschaft. Together, the two 
“Tischreden” were intended to define the nature of the two declared enemies of the 
Tischgesellschaft and further to provide justification for their exclusion from the society. 
The longest speech given by Arnim before the Tischgesellschaft, “Über die Kennzeichen 
des Judenthums” pursues two main objectives: first, it offers an extended rationale for the 
commensality laws of the society, i.e. the exclusion of the Jews from table fellowship; 
and second, it conducts a more general inquiry of the phenomenon of Jewish assimilation 
and considers how the assimilation process has changed the face of contemporary Jewry. 
Ultimately, the two aims fuse as Arnim argues that as a result of assimilation, the Jews 
have become externally indistinguishable from Christians and thus dangerously capable 
of infiltrating the sanctity of German Christian table space. The speech is thus devoted to 





 Without referring to the term “assimilation” itself, Arnim painted in the opening 
pages of the “Tischrede” a vibrant if highly polemic portrait of the phenomenon as he 
perceived it. He framed the process, moreover, in terms of loss: as German Jews were 
increasingly adapting their lifestyles to approximate German norms, Arnim argued, their 
characteristic features or “Kennzeichen”—those attributes that had marked them for 
centuries clearly and explicitly as Jews—were dwindling away. Arnim thus devoted a 
significant portion of the text to an explication of these features and their disappearance 
in contemporary times, revealing a more than rudimentary awareness of Jewish ritual and 
social custom in the process. Traditions identified by the author as in decline included the 
keeping of a beard for men,213 the practice of head coverings for women,214 the wearing 
of traditional Jewish garb,215 and even the practice of circumcision.216 Arnim also 
identified new practices of pork consumption as another key way in which modernizing 
Jews were abandoning or evading their ritual law: “Welcher Jude erschrickt jezt vor 
einem Stücke Schweinefleisch, wenn ihm hungert?” (109). On this point Arnim joined in 
a chorus of critics who singled out these new practices of pork consumption as a 
particularly risible instance of the Jewish effort to assimilate into civil society.217 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
213 “Ihre Gesetze haben ihnen freilich eine Auszeichnung durch das Tragen des Bartes gegeben, doch seit 
die Sappeurs in die Welt gekommen scheren sich die Juden ihre Bärte glat ab, um nicht für Soldaten 
gehalten zu werden” (113). 
 
214 “Die Judenfrauen im Gegentheil lassen zwar nicht ihr eignes Haar, aber doch fremdes genug aus ihren 
alten Florhauben hervorsehen” (113) 
 
215 “ich [drücke] mein herzliches Bedauern aus, daß alle solche von den Regierungen weise angeordneten 
Kleiderauszeichnungen leider verschwunden sind” (113). 
 
216 “die Beschneidung kann ja so beschnitten werden, daß es so wenig wird, wie man zuletzt von einem 
Apfel abhaut, der in Gesellschaften auf der Messerspitze herum geht, um durch sein gänzliches Abfallen 
den zu bestimmen, der alle frey halten soll (109).”  
 
217 See for example Hartwig von Hundt-Radowsky, Judenspiegel: “Unter einem ‘graußen Geiste von ihre 




With its mix of historical perspective and contemporary sociological insight, 
Arnim’s inquiry into the changes wrought by Jewish assimilation actually constitutes an 
interesting discussion of the phenomenon. “Über die Kennzeichen des Judenthums” is 
not, however, a dispassionate inquiry into the social and cultural process of Jewish 
assimilation. Any pretense at neutrality is dispelled not only by the crude and 
inflammatory tone in which Arnim formulates his considerations of Jewish assimilation 
but also by the fear that emerges as a crucial albeit latent element of the document. For 
the attributes of Jewishness that Arnims identifies as in decline are all external in 
nature—clothes, beards, head coverings, etc. With the loss of these external markings, it 
becomes increasingly more difficult to identify the Jew and to clearly demarcate the Jew 
from the non-Jew. It is here that the anxiety of the text resides, namely in the loss of a 
clear semiotics of Jewishness and Arnim’s consequent fear of being unable to distinguish 
between Jew and Christian. In her study of the speech, Birgit R. Erdle has thus rightly 
analyzed the problem posed by Arnim in the speech as “eine Krise der 
Unterscheidbarkeit…eine Krise der Zeichenordnung.”218  
The crisis engendered by Jewish assimilation attains a further dimension in 
Arnim’s formulation of the problem. It is not only that the externally visible features of 
Jewishness are gradually disappearing; it is also the case, as Arnim argues, that Jews 
frequently purposely disguise themselves and mask their Jewish features: for they 
possess, according to the author, “eine seltene Kunst, sich zu verstecken” (109). This they 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
solchen, der öffentlich Schweinefleisch, Hasenbraten, Austern, Aal, Krebse und dergleichen unreine Thiere 
frisst, von denen Moses gesagt hat: Du sollst nicht davon essen, und der außerdem noch wohl über seine 
und jede anderer Religion in wegwerfendem Tone schwatzt....Nun ist Jeder unter ihnen der 
Schweinefleisch frißt, ein ‘graußer Geist’ und wer am Meisten fressen und dabei recht schweinemäßig 
schmatzen kann, unstreitig der größte.“ 109-110, 111. 
 
218 Birgit R. Erdle, “‘Über die Kennzeichen des Judenthums’: Die Rhetorik der Unterscheidung in einem 




do chiefly in order to satisfy their devilish curiosity—“teuflische Neugierde” (109)—to 
be in places where they are not allowed to enter. The curiosity of the Jews emerges in the 
text thus as a defining attribute of their nature, linked to their desire to infiltrate forbidden 
spaces: “Ich komme zu der zweyten jüdischen Eigenschaft, zu der Neugierde, bey allem, 
was einige Aufmerksamkeit erregt gegenwärtig seyn zu wollen, um es zu beschmutzen” 
(113); “Nichts reizt aber eine Judenneugierde so gewaltsam, als ein Ort, wo es ihnen 
verboten ist zu erscheinen” (114). The comment introduces topographical themes which 
then pervade the rest of the text. 
 The demonstration of the Jews’ tendency to disguise themselves and penetrate 
forbidden spaces is made on the basis of a story that Arnim, borrowing from Kirchner’s 
Jüdisches Ceremoniell, sets in verse. It concerns the fatal curiosity of one Jew, Katz, who 
desires nothing more than to watch the dueling of Christian knights. As the arena for the 
battle is closed to the Jews, Katz disguises himself via the following strategy: 
Der Jud last sich den Bart absengen 
Und setzt ein blond Perückchen auf, 
Läst sich in neue Kleider hängen 
Die er bewahrte zum Verkauf 
Macht eine Wurst mit Brodt gefüllt 
Daß sie ihm aus der Tasche quillt 
So schleicht er sich mit fremden Leuten 
In das Gedräng zu beyden Seiten 
Wo Christenbürger sehn das Stechen, 
Da thut er seine Wurst zerbrechen, 
Und isst und spricht von seiner Wurst, 
Wie ihm darauf so mächtig durst (116). 
 
A savvy Jew, “naseweiß,”, Katz understands the semiotic code that marks both Jewish 
and Christian appearance and uses this knowledge to his advantage, gaining entry into a 
prohibited space by shaving his beard, changing his clothing, donning a blond wig, and 
ostentatiously consuming a sausage. In this last act he betrays himself, however, thereby 




sausage at an inappropriate time and thus draws the attention of the Christians to him: 
“Das wird den Leuten sonderbar,/Der eine spricht: ‘Das ist nicht klar/wer frist wohl 
Wurst zu dieser Frist/Dahinter steckt wohl eine List” (116). While understanding the 
basics of Christian semiotics, then, Katz has not mastered their subtleties. His clumsiness 
and curiosity exposes him as a Jew and to a certain death: “Ihn hat die Neugier 
hergetrieben, Jetz wär er gern zu haus geblieben!” (117). At the last moment, however, 
the mercy of conversion is offered to Katz; he survives through baptism and accepts his 
punishment of becoming the rat collector of Frankfurt. 
 Arnim’s discussion of Jewish curiosity and recitation of Katz’s trickery relies 
heavily on a topographical logic which he then carries into his discussion of Jewish 
affairs in the present day. Against the medieval context in which the Katz poem is 
situated, Arnim turns to the question of contemporary society and its important spaces. 
The Jews have not lost their devilish curiosity, he argues; on the contrary, it has only 
grown, as has their desire to infiltrate spaces that were previously forbidden to them. 
Whereas Katz had desired to gain entry to the arena of the Christian knights, Jews of the 
modern period seek entrance into different, largely social spaces. These include the 
theater, of course, (“muß es sie nicht ärgern daß sie von uns ausgeschlossen sind, 
ungeachtet sie bey jedem neuen Stücke in dem Schauspiele die besten Logen voraus 
erkaufen können” 113) as well as the ball (“noch neulich schlich sich ein Jude…zu 
Frankfurt am Mayn bey [einem] Ball ein” 114), Particularly noticeable in such 
descriptions is the prevalence of verbs with the prefix “ein”, as Arnim describes the 
penetration of social space by the Jews in terms of an “eindringen,” “einmischen,” 




topographic logic of the text as well as its chief fear, namely the penetration, infiltration 
and invasion of Christian space by Jewish interlopers. Thus Arnim imagines the spaces of 
German civil society as under attack and vulnerable to Jewish usurpation.  
 The generalized anxiety expressed by the text becomes quite specific as Arnim 
turns from a broader discussion of Jewish assimilation and the Jewish takeover of civil 
space to the very concrete issue of the Tischgesellschaft and its table—i.e. the sacred 
space of German-Jewish communion that Arnim also considered to be in peril. Already in 
the first pages of the text, Arnim articulates an anxiety regarding the sanctity of the space 
and its vulnerability to Jewish infiltration. The quick fame of the Tischgesellschaft, he 
argued, has created a situation of danger for its members. Its sudden notoriety has drawn 
the attention of curious and clever Jews who were likely to disguise themselves and 
infiltrate the group. At that point, working from the inside out, these disguised Jews 
would transform the table space that Arnim had so deliberately crafted as Christian and 
German:  
bey dieser schnellen Ausbreitung [der Tischgesellschaft] schien es höchst bedenklich, 
daß sich heimliche Juden durch Verstellung oder Wechselverhältnisse einschmuggeln 
könnte[n], um wieder eine Zehnzahl von ihren Leuten einzuschwärzen…die dann uns 
alle…gesetzmässig heraus zu schaffen vermöchten, also, daß an die Stelle dieser 
christlichen Tischgesellschaft eine Synagoge sich versammelte, welche statt des frohen 
Gesanges auerte, statt der Fasanen Christenkinder schlachtete, statt der Mehlspeise 
Hostien mit Gabel und Löffel zerstäche, statt der grossen Wohlthaten, die wir künftig 
noch wollen ausgehen lassen, die öffentlichen Brunnen vergiftete und dergleichen kleine 
Missethaten mehr verübte, um derenwillen die Juden in allen Ländern Europens bis aufs 
Blut geneckt worden sind. 
 
What Arnim imagines here is nothing short of the transformation of a Christian-German 
table into a Jewish one. Having successfully infiltrated the society and systematically 
pushed out all the Christian members, the Jews proceed in Arnim’s fantasy to do the 
things that Jews mythically do at table/altar—kill Christian children and desecrate the 




“ein so wichtiger Gegenstand…der unserer Verbindung den Umsturz droht.” This was 
the predicament, in short, that initiated the speech—i.e. Arnim’s attempt to make the 
members aware of the attributes of the Jews so that they could recognize and expose any 
Jew who tried to penetrate the space of the Tischgesellschaft.  
 The text thus reveals a terrible fear of the Jewish infiltration into various Christian 
refuges, for the most part moreover sociable spaces such as the theater and the ball. As a 
bulwark against this assimilation of the Jews into sociable culture—which was in fact a 
historical reality in the early 1800s, as the phenomenon of the Jewish salon partially 
illustrates—Arnim proposes the space of the Tischgesellschaft and offers suggestions on 
keeping it ‘judenrein.’ The fear articulated in the text must further be described as 
masochistic in at least two senses: first, because it enacts a reversal of power in imagining 
the domination of a majority social group by an oppressed social minority; and second, 
because of the pleasure that is gained as a byproduct of this imagined scenario of 
domination: the imagination of the Jewish takeover of society leads to a jocular and 
ribald expression of anti-Semitism that was likely received with laughter and hurrahs 
from Arnim’s audience of table fellows. 
 The influence of Arnim’s portrayal may be witnessed in one final “Tischrede” 
that deserves attention, Beckedorff’s Abschiedsrede of 1811. In the speech, Beckedorff 
recounted the first months of the Tischgesellschaft, describing the move from the Wirthe 
des Casino to a larger venue in the financial district. Beckedorff’s description of this 
relocation is revealing: 
In die Börsenhalle, so dicht an die Spree sich zu wagen, jenseits welcher Juden und 
Philister schon einheimisch seyn dürfen, war ein gefährliches Unternehmen, auch bekams 
uns übel. Wir wurden von dort vertrieben, wie die traurige Geschichte davon Allen 
bekannt ist, und zogen nunmehr in’s Englische Haus, als in die letzte Freystatt für uns 




Verfolgung, die wir haben erdulden müssen; Stadtgeträtsch und Judengeklatsch haben 
uns auf alle mögliche Weise zu verunglimpfen getrachtet.  (151-2) 
 
Even more than Arnim’s speech, Beckedorff’s portrayal reveals a masochistic fantasy in 
which those in power imagined themselves to be oppressed (“uns bedrängte Deutsche 
christliche Tischgenossen”) and persecuted (“vertrieben,” “Verfolgung”) by that very 
portion of society which was in reality oppressed and persecuted. Beckedorff imagines 
the Jewish takeover of Berlin in the neighborhood of the Spree and the ‘dangerous 
endeavor’ that the Tischgesellschaft represented at the time. The new location of the 
Englisches Haus provides “die letzte Freystatt” for these persecuted German Christians—
the enjoyment taken in sketching this reversal of fortune is striking.  
 I conclude with the climax of Beckedorff’s speech: his evocation of the table as 
the last space that remained Christian and German and pure from Jewish influence.  
Wir führen Krieg und zwar einen doppelten, einen oberflächlichen, scherzhaften und 
ironischen gegen die Philister…und einen andren gründlichen, ernsthaften und 
aufrichtigen gegen die Juden, gegen ein Gezücht, welches mit wunderbarer Frechheit, 
ohne Beruf, ohne Talent, mit wenig Muth und noch weniger Ehre, mit bebenden Herzen 
und unruhigen Fußsohlen, wie Moses ihnen prophezeit hat, sich in den Staat, in die 
Wissenschaft, in die Kunst, in die Gesellschaft und letztlich sogar in die ritterlichen 
Schranken des Zweikampfes eizuschleichen, einzudrängen und einzuzwängen bemüht ist. 
Vom Staat, von der Wissenschaft und von der Kunst es zurückzuweisen, stehet nicht in 
unserer Macht; aber vom Hufeisen dieses Tisches es zu verbannen, das steht nicht blos in 
unsrer Gewalt, sondern halten wir für unsre Pflicht (153). 
 












Heine’s Hunger and Raabe’s Hungerpastor: Variations on the Theme of Jewish 
Appetite in the Works of Heinrich Heine and Wilhelm Raabe 
 
In 1864, Wilhelm Raabe published Der Hungerpastor. Like Gustav Freytag’s Soll 
und Haben, the classic work of mid-nineteenth century German realism to which it is 
often compared, the novel employs a rigorously antinomian logic to tell the dual coming-
of-age stories of its Christian protagonist and Jewish antagonist.219 Born in the small 
town of Neustadt, Hans Unwirrsch and Moses Freudenstein grow up as childhood friends 
who both hunger to transcend their humble beginnings in pursuit of a better future. It is 
via this trope of hunger that the text explicates the nature of their yearnings and 
schematizes the difference between Christian and Jewish desire. Whereas Hans yearns for 
knowledge, love and what the narrator calls in vague terms “das Ideal,” Moses covets 
above all earthly pleasures—“[die] feinen Genüsse des Daseins”—including women, 
money and power.220 Thus the novel explains Hans’ and Moses’ different constitutions 
via a binary construction with which we have already become acquainted: the antinomy 
of Christian spirit and Jewish matter. Consistently throughout the text, the narrator 
describes the different drives of the two main figures as a conflict between the spirit and 
the flesh, between Geist and Materie, in short between Christian idealism and Jewish 
materialism.  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
219 See Ulrich Kittstein, “Vom Zwang poetischer Ordnungen: Die Rolle der jüdischen Figuren in Gustav 
Freytags Soll und Haben und Wilhelm Raabes Der Hungerpastor,” in Poetische Ordnungen: Zur 
Erzählprosa des deutschen Realismus, eds. Ulrich Kittstein and Stefani Kugler (Würzburg: Königshausen 
& Neumann, 2007), 61-92. 
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In a remark to Hans on contemporary German Jewry, Moses cites his compatriot, 
“mein Freund Harry Heine,” in solidarity (129). The reference is suggestive. Moses’ 
fictionalized biography—modest Jewish beginnings, conversion to Christianity and flight 
to Paris—bears a strong resemblance to the vita of the acclaimed poet Heinrich Heine, 
born in 1797 to a Jewish family in Düsseldorf. Moses’ epicurean tendencies, moreover, 
invite comparison with Heine’s self-proclaimed status as a sensualist, an artist who 
celebrated the pleasures of the body and in particular the table in his work. Heine’s 
veneration of the sensual realm, however, was by no means uncritical or unreflective. 
Throughout decades of writings, he subjected the conflict of spirit and matter to intense 
scrutiny. Not confined to one text or tract, the binary of Geist/Materie runs as a roter 
Faden through Heine’s poetry and prose and functions arguably as the most important 
structural dichotomy in his thought. In Heine’s conception of the conflict between the 
forces of spirit and matter, moreover, food plays a critical role. Indeed, it is the basic 
symbol of Materie in his writings. Food also plays a key role in Heine’s fictional 
depictions of Jews, for there is scarcely a portrait of Jewish life in his oeuvre that does 
not contain multiple references to food or make extensive use of alimentary imagery. 
The aim of this chapter is to examine on the basis of the points of contiguity 
suggested above how two mid-nineteenth century authors, Heinrich Heine and Wilhelm 
Raabe, engaged with the binaries of spirit and flesh, Christian idealism and Jewish 
materialism via tropes of hunger and appetite in their writings. The chapter is divided into 
three parts. In the first section, I conduct a comparative study of Raabe and Heine’s food 
images. Specifically, I analyze the metaphorics of hunger developed in the depiction of 




in Heine’s oeuvre. In the second part of the chapter, I turn my attention to the intersection 
of Jewish concerns and food concerns in Heine’s writings. I contend that Heine’s 
veritable obsession with food tropes constitutes a complicated reception and reimaging of 
the themes of the Jewish table I have previously identified—not only the cliché of Jewish 
materiality but also the related trope of the Jewish stench. In the last section of the 
chapter, I return to Der Hungerpastor and investigate the novel’s depiction of Jewish 
appetite as it coalesces around the figure of Moses Freudenstein. Emphasizing the new 
historical dimensions informing the novel’s conception of Jewish materialism, I argue 
that a secularization of the theme takes place in the novel, as money takes the place of 
food as the basic substance of Materie in the text.  
 
The Aesthetics of Food: Heine and Raabe 
The Hunger Trope in Raabe’s “Der Hungerpastor” 
Alimentary themes populate the works of Wilhelm Raabe, in Stopfkuchen and Die 
Chronik der Sperlingsgasse to name just two novels, but in no text to so great an extent 
as in Der Hungerpastor. A lexical inventory of the novel yields as many as 148 instances 
of the word ‘hunger’ and its variants in the text. The novel commences and concludes 
with an elucidation of the theme; nearly every figure in the text, in addition to hero and 
anti-hero, is characterized as hungry; and it is via the theme of hunger that the narrator 
proposes to interpret the development of the novel’s protagonist and by extension the 
human species. Hunger is, simply put, the master trope of the novel. Despite this fact, 




and whatever attention they have received has often been negative.221 One particularly 
critical study censures the deployment of the theme in the novel as mechanical, 
redundant, vague and indeterminate.222 Of the former two counts, the text cannot be 
easily absolved. The repetitive and pedantic nature of some of the many references to 
hunger detracts from the effectiveness of the theme and eventually comes to try the 
patience of the reader. On the latter two counts, however, the critique is not justified. The 
novel’s hunger metaphors are the opposite of vague. Indeed, the text offers a well-
delineated symbolics of hunger that is systematically developed, highly recognizable and 
culturally comprehensible as a literary thematization of Eucharistic themes: the 
transformation of physical hunger into spiritual hunger, and the upward movement from 
what the text calls “[die] Banden der Materie” to the freer and nobler realm of the spirit 
(366). 
 Der Hungerpastor is an Entwicklungsroman in which ontogeny recapitulates 
phylogeny insofar as the text traces the parallel developments of its protagonist from boy 
to man, his hunger from a naïve to a mature state, and the human species from childhood 
to adulthood. Thus it makes sense to focus attention on the opening and closing sections 
of the novel in which Hans’ boyhood as a cobbler’s son and adulthood as a married 
pastor are respectively depicted. The text describes Hans’ early years chiefly through the 
prism of his hunger. The young boy is a “plumper Gesell,” dull and thick in spirit if not 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
221 An exception to this is Maurice Hasle, “Der Verdauungspastor: Magen-Sprache und perialistische 
Schreibweise in Raabe’s ‘Stopfkuchen,’” Jahrbuch der Raabe-Gesellschaft (1996), 92-113. 
 
222 Rudi Schweikert, “‘Vom Hunger will ich handeln’: Überlegungen zur ‘Hunger’-Metapher und zum 
Licht-Dunkel-Gegensatz in Wilhelm Raabes Roman “Der Hungerpastor,” Jahrbuch der Raabe-
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wirkende Formeln und Techniken zur Verdeutlichung der ‘Hunger’-Thematik” (88); “die Versuche des 
Erzählers, ‘vollkommen klarzumachen’, was der ‘Hunger’ bedeutet, scheiterten” (102); “Die Schilderung 





also in body,223 and possesses an “ausgezeichneten Magen” which demands satisfaction 
(29-30). The poor child dreams, namely, “von den großen Butterbröten und den Semmeln 
glücklicherer Nachbarskinder;” he is saved from acute suffering, however, by his mother, 
who works as a washerwoman “um den ersten, den physischen Hunger ihres Kindes 
stillen…zu können” (20-1). This ‘first’ phase of Hans’ hunger thus acquires certain 
characteristics: it has food as its object, it manifests itself in Hans’ thick and heavy 
nature, and it is satiable, as the verb ‘stillen’ indicates.  
 Onto these attributes the text maps a number of further parallels in a series of 
related semantic fields. The child Hans experiences his first pangs of hunger “in einem 
niedern, dunkeln Zimmer, in das wenig frische Luft und noch weniger Sonne drang” (19). 
Via tropes of topography and light, Hans’ childhood and his childlike hunger thus assume 
by association a low and dark nature. The boy’s state of knowledge is described in similar 
terms. As a child, he receives his earliest form of education from the Base Schlotterbeck, 
a poor, unlearned woman who takes up lodgings in the Unwirrsch home. She reads aloud 
to Hans from her library of songbooks and almanacs, all of which satisfy the child’s 
“reizbare Kinderphantasie” but none so much as the Old Testament, the other book in the 
Base’s collection (25). The narrator describes the naïve delight Hans takes in the 
similarly naïve stories presented in the Old Testament, “die einfachen Geschichten von 
Paradies, Kain und Abel” und “die einfache Großartigkeit der ersten Kapitel der Genesis” 
(25-6). Accompanying the reference to Genesis is a series of allusions to the great image 
of the Tree of Knowledge and the forbidden fruit presented in the biblical book. When 
Hans enters the local Armenschule to begin his education, the narrator comments, “Hans 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
223 The German ‘plump’ does not translate directly to the English ‘plump,’ but it does carry a similar 
connotation of heaviness at the very least in the emotional or mental realm. Together with the reference to 




setzte den Fuß auf die unterste Stufe der Leiter, die an dem fruchtreichen Baum der 
Erkenntnis lehnt” (30); when his childhood friend and elementary school teacher die, 
their last words include a reference to their hunger for “goldene Äpfel…[die] lockend im 
Gezweig [hängen]…Sie blenden so die Augen, die schönen, glänzenden Früchte” (39).  
 The text thus maps this phase of youth in a variety of interpenetrating domains 
including physical space, human form and biblical text, all of which contribute to the 
characterization of “den ersten, den physischen Hunger” of the novel’s protagonist. Hans 
eventually becomes the “Hungerpastor” of Grunzenow, however. In order to understand 
the transformed nature of Hans’ appetite at the conclusion of the novel, it is necessary to  
summarize the changes it undergoes throughout the text. First, the object of Hans’ hunger 
quickly shifts from the “viel angenehme und nahrhafte Sachen auf der Erde” to new aims 
which the text values more affirmatively (52). “Es kam eine Zeit,” the narrator writes, 
“wo er eine kleine Mitschülerin nicht weinen sehen konnte und wo er einen 
unbestimmten Hunger empfand, der nicht auf die Butterbrode und Kuchenstücke der 
benachbarten Straßenjugend gerichtet war” (33, emphasis Raabe). During these school 
years, a wild Leselust also takes root in the young student, “dieser Hunger…nach den 
Büchern und den Wunderdingen, welche in ihnen verborgen lagen” (70). Love and 
knowledge, as the two passages indicate, become the eventual central objects of Hans’ 
hunger.224 These moments mark a critical phase of transition in the novel, before which 
references to physical hunger dominate and after which the language of hunger becomes 
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increasingly and finally exclusively metaphorical. The economy of Hans’ hunger also 
undergoes a further transformation. As a child, Hans’ hunger is crude and thus capable of 
being fulfilled. As a young man, however, a wild form of hunger takes root in him that 
cannot be satiated. “Er fühlte sich unbefriedigter als je,” the narrator writes of Hans as he 
assumes a teaching position in the Götz household, “er hatte eben jenen Hunger nach dem 
Maß und Gleichmaß aller Dinge, den so wenige Menschen begreifen und welcher so 
schwer zu befriedigen ist und vollständig nur durch den Tod befriedigt wird” (248-9). 
This insatiable hunger manifests itself in Hans’ physical form, for the hungrier he grows, 
the thinner he becomes. It is at this point that Hans is described as a “hungrig 
aussehenden Theologen” (144), “der hagere Theologe” (142) and a “Hungerleider” (176). 
 By the end of the novel, Hans has ascended both literally and figuratively to the 
post of local pastor in the wind-swept region of Grunzenow. This development is 
characterized as an upward trajectory in almost every possible realm. The youth has 
become a man; he has exchanged the “leiblichen Hunger” of his childhood for the 
“geistigen Hunger” of the adult (126), and the heavy child has become a haggard pastor. 
Hans finally achieves a proper dietetics of hunger, moreover. This economy of appetite 
distinguishes itself from its first, crude form in that it remains unfulfilled—even after he 
has reached his goal in Grunzenow, he prays to God “daß der Hunger, der ihn bis hierher 
geleitet hat, ihn nicht verlasse, solange er lebt” (432). It distinguishes itself from the 
fantastical longings of Hans’ adolescence as well, for Hans learns to discipline and 
regulate his hunger to achieve a proper measure. The narrator reports: “Der unbestimmte 
Hunger seiner Jugend war nun zu dem ruhigen, überlegten, still anhaltenden Streben 




weiterführt.” (443). Insatiable and yet modulated, Hans’ hunger is now put to optimal use 
as part of the great motor of human progress.  
 The topographical and light tropes that accompany the description of Hans’ youth 
emerge again as he climbs a hill to see his future home in the twilight light for the first 
time. The opening and closing sections of the text are linked by a further, highly 
significant arc. As a young child, Hans reads enthusiastically from the Old Testament, 
and the narrator employs the most central alimentary image of Genesis, the forbidden 
apple on the Tree of Knowledge, to describe the child’s naïve state. As Hans’ body 
becomes lighter and his hunger more metaphorical, however, his reading also ascends an 
upward trajectory. The New Testament replaces the Old Testament as the adult 
theologian’s book of choice, and the Eucharist supplants the apple as the novel’s central 
biblical image of hunger. This transformation is made apparent in the Christmas sermon 
given by the Grunzenow pastor whom Hans is soon to replace: 
Über der Hütte zu Bethlehem stand der Stern der Erlösung; der Heiland war in die Welt des 
Hungers geboren worden; der Schmerzenssohn der Menschheit, der Sohn Gottes, der die 
Sünde seiner Mutter auf sich nehmen sollte, war erschienen…Nun war die Zeit erfüllt und 
das Reich Gottes erschienen. Die hungrige Menschheit aber reckte die Hände auf nach dem 
‘Brod, das vom Himmel kommt und der Welt das Leben gibt’. Der Himmel, der so finster 
und leer gewesen war, öffnetet sich über den Kindern der Erde: alle Völker sahen das große 
Licht (437-8).  
 
The kind of individual hunger that Hans comes to achieve and maintain thus finds its 
ultimate meaning when set in context with the collective longing of a ‘hungrige 
Menschheit’ for the Eucharist, the ‘heavenly bread’ which effects communion between 
Christ and his believers. The appearance of the symbol at this pivotal moment in the 
novel reveals the ultimate object of Hans’ hunger: his path has led him to the Eucharist. 
 Two extended comments are in order here. First, it is striking how closely 




his essay “Das Essen und die Literatur.” Neumann calls the myth of the fall of man 
“peinlich,” embarrassing because of the realization that food and knowledge, “das 
Triviale und das Erhabene” originally spring from the same roots.225 Whereas Eve’s 
consumption of the forbidden fruit results in the separation of body and thought, Christ 
effects the reconciliation of the two at the Last Supper when his command to the apostles 
to eat his body and drink his blood registers in both a physical/literal and 
spiritual/metaphorical sense, as both an act of eating and a process of understanding. This 
reconciliation occurs at a price, however, as Eucharistic logic dictates that the act of 
eating and the physical matter that is food can achieve significance only when invested 
with spiritual meaning, that is when it transcends its own material substance. 
 Situated in an aesthetic context, in Neumann’s analysis, this Eucharistic principle 
has led to nothing short of “die Begründung einer Literatur des ‘verklärten Leibes,’”226 a 
tradition with roots in Christian theology, Enlightenment philosophy and classical 
aesthetics of representing the human body in literary contexts only insofar as it is 
disembodied, an ideal form which bears very little resemblance to the actual human body 
with its material needs and crude practices including ingestion, digestion and 
excretion.227 It is not difficult to see how Raabe inscribes himself in this tradition with 
Der Hungerpastor, a text saturated with hunger metaphors and yet paradoxically devoid 
of much actual eating. Hunger achieves its legitimation in the novel only when it ceases 
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to refer to the natural object of hunger, as Hans similarly grows in moral stature only 
when he shrinks in physical form. Raabe thus achieves the enigmatic feat of 
dematerializing what is perhaps the most material of tropes in his systematic replacement 
of all that is low, crude and corporeal about hunger with its high, noble and spiritual 
opposite. 
 The employment of the terms ‘high and low’ raises the second issue which 
requires comment. In The Politics and Poetics of Transgression, Peter Stallybrass and 
Allon White offer a full framework for understanding this oppositional pair. The terms 
are conceived as cultural categories which order hierarchies in a series of related 
symbolic domains of the social structure, the psyche, the body and geographical space. 
The authors elucidate both the relational and asymmetrical nature of the pair, relational in 
that the high fashions itself only in relation to the low and vice versa, asymmetrical in 
that representatives of the high have more authority than those of the low and thus have 
the power to declare what is superior and inferior. Stallybrass and White explain: “The 
high/low opposition…is a fundamental basis to mechanisms of ordering and sense 
making in European cultures…Cultures ‘think themselves’ in the most immediate and 
affective ways through the combined symbolisms of these four hierarchies.”228 
 It should now be obvious the degree to which Der Hungerpastor is organized 
according to a series of asymmetrical binary pairs which may all be assigned to the 
generalized categories of the high and low. Indeed, it is possible to map out the entire 
series of related oppositions underlying the characterization of Hans’ initial physical 
hunger and ultimate spiritual hunger via this framework:  
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    ‘Low’    ‘High’ 
 
type of hunger   ‘leiblich’   ‘geistig’ 
object of hunger  food    love/knowledge 
dietetics of hunger  satiable   insatiable 
topography   low    high 
light    dark    light 
weight     heavy    haggard 
text    Old Testament   New Testament 
biblical motif   Tree of Knowledge/apple Eucharist 
 
Both the asymmetrical and relational nature of the high and low pair is evident in this 
schematization. Certainly every term located on the high side of the binary is valued 
more affirmatively than its partner term on the low side. The graph shows, moreover, the 
great dependence of the one side of the binary on the other: the elucidation of the theme 
of ‘geistiger Hunger’ acquires sense only when put in contrast to the formulation of 
‘leiblicher Hunger,’ for example, and the embrace of a spiritual appetite takes on 
meaning only when set against the disavowal of a physical appetite. 
 It is also important to note that the binary opposition constructed in Der 
Hungerpastor remains stable throughout the novel. The work of Stallybrass and White 
helps to clarify the significance of this statement. For after establishing the high/low 
opposition as the defining conceptual categories with which cultures think themselves, 
the authors go on to immediately qualify the claim, arguing that the spheres of high and 
low are never as hermetically sealed as they might appear. Sites of contradiction and 
intersection constitute the ultimate subject of their work, as do the ways in which the 
hierarchies of high and low are transgressed. Of the variety of strategies of transgression 
the authors discuss, the two most important ones are symbolic inversion, in which the 
judgments of superior and inferior are explicitly inverted and the values of the low are 




opposites, particularly of high and low, such that there is a heterodox merging of 
elements usually perceived as incompatible.”229 Neither of these strategies is employed in 
Der Hungerpastor. No serious challenge is mounted to the hierarchy of spirit over matter 
offered in the text, nor are the value distinctions of high and low ever muddled or 
confused. Thus Der Hungerpastor cannot be considered a transgressive text in the 
framework provided by Stallybrass and White. It can, however, be productively 
compared on this basis with the work of Heinrich Heine. For while the spheres of the 
high and the low are maintained by Raabe in his aesthetics of hunger and 
conceptualization of the oppositional pair of spirit and matter, it is precisely these realms 
which Heine provocatively combines in his materialist poetics and employment of 
alimentary tropes. 
 
Heine’s Food Images 
The concept of transgression provides an appropriate entry point into a discussion 
of Heinrich Heine, the most famous and certainly the most controversial German-Jewish 
poet of the nineteenth century. Heine attracted attention both in his lifetime and beyond 
for the taboo-breaking nature of his writing, his willingness to talk about sexual topics 
such as homosexuality and erotic love, his unsparing polemical attacks on contemporary 
writers and his scathing critiques of German nationalism, reactionary politics and 
religious orthodoxy. Justly (in)famous for his treatment of all these topics, Heine is 
significantly less well known as a poet of the table, a fact which is startling given the 
prevalence of food images in his writings. There is scarcely a text in his oeuvre that does 
not contain a reference to eating or drinking, and there are certain texts—one thinks of 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




Ideen: Das Buch Le Grand (1827) and Aus den Memoiren des Herren von 
Schnabelewopski (1834) in particular—in which hardly a single page goes by without the 
appearance of the food trope. In proportion to the sheer prevalence of these images, 
scarcely any attention has been devoted to the topic in the secondary literature. Those few 
studies which have been conducted have made some headway in interpreting Heine’s 
alimentary tropes, but the majority tend to suffer from the same shortcoming: they assess 
the trope empirically, creating inventories of Heine’s eating and drinking scenes and 
providing an accompanying series of possible motivations for the deployment of the 
image in each case.230 This approach, while useful for the comprehensive catalog of 
images it yields, is not however argumentative in nature and thus does not offer a 
sufficient interpretative framework for understanding Heine’s use of the trope. Rather 
than attempting to account for every single use of the image in Heine’s oeuvre, I focus 
instead on his most characteristic ‘moves’ vis-à-vis the food image—the manner in which 
he deploys alimentary themes consistently across dozens of texts and decades of writings. 
The framework for understanding these moves is provided by the work of Stallybrass and 
White on transgression and by the work that inspired their formulations, Mikhail 
Bakhtin’s Rabelais and His World. Unlike Raabe in Der Hungerpastor, Heine employs 
his food images in transgressive fashion in at least three respects: via the practices of 
inversion and hybridization described by Stallybrass and White, and via the strategy of 
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degradation delineated by Bakhtin in his discussion of grotesque realism. These are the 
essential thrusts of Heine’s polemical use of the alimentary trope.  
 Heine’s first major prose work, Die Harzreise (1826), garnered the young author 
much acclaim. In it, the text’s first-person narrator departs from the city of Göttingen and 
travels to the Harz region where he climbs the Brocken, spends the night at the guest 
house and then on the following day back down to the flatlands. One of the text’s central 
concerns is the aridness of university culture in Göttingen, and the narrator pokes fun at 
the professors, students and philistines whose acquaintance he has had the misfortune to 
make there. The critique of the city and its inhabitants takes a definite form, observable in 
the very first sentence of the piece: 
Die Stadt Göttingen, berühmt durch ihre Würste und Universität, gehört dem Könige von 
Hannover und enthält 999 Feuerstellen, diverse Kirchen, eine Entbindungsanstalt, eine 
Sternwarte, einen Karzer, eine Bibliothek und einen Ratskeller, wo das Bier sehr gut ist 
(VI, 83).231  
 
The sentence is deceptively innocuous, striking not for its manifest content but rather for 
the way in which the narrator lists the various attractions of the city. The multiple 
commas linking the series of nouns have the function of equating them, which is peculiar 
given that the items listed appear to have nothing in common. The slyly humorous 
adjectival phrase at the beginning of the sentence, “berühmt durch ihre Würste und 
Universität,” reveals most clearly the principle which underlies the rest of the sentence, 
namely the juxtaposition of things sublime and profane in a series of oppositional pairs: 
university and sausages, church and birthing center, observatory and prison, library and 
basement tavern. The proximity of the two categories creates discomfort, for to mention a 
house of worship and a maternity ward in the same breath, or to simultaneously proclaim 
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the excellence of the city’s university and the quality of its sausages is to intimate that the 
value of the former may be equated with the latter—to level, in effect, the traditional 
value hierarchy which ranks the pursuits of the spirit above those of the body. As both the 
first and last pair of the series (Würste/Universität; Ratskeller-Bier/Bibliothek) indicate, 
moreover, the key metonymic symbols for the spheres of the low and the high in Die 
Harzreise are food and knowledge. 
 This poetics of mixture, initiated in the very first sentence of the text, fits 
Stallybrass and White’s definition of transgressive hybridization in its juxtaposition of 
binary opposites, although one might reasonably argue that the strategy does not “unsettle 
any fixed binaryism,” as the authors argue, but rather reinforce it further.232 Heine, like 
Raabe, was a rigorously binary thinker, a contention which a further examination of Die 
Harzreise supports. Unorthodox combinations and contrasts provide the structural 
backbone for many of the text’s more pointed moments. Consider the following two, the 
first a recollection of a lunch the narrator eats in an inn at Nordheim, the second a 
description of a morning coffee on top of the Brocken: 
Alle Gerichte waren schmackhaft zubereitet und wollten mir besser behagen als die 
abgeschmackten akademischen Gerichte, die salzlosen, ledernen Stockfische mit ihrem 
alten Kohl, die mir in Göttingen vorgesetzt wurden (VI, 87). 
 
[N]achdem ich meinen Damen einige Höflickeiten gesagt, eilte ich hinab, um in der 
warmen Stube Kaffee zu trinken. Es tat not; in meinem Magen sah es so nüchtern aus wie 
in der Goslarschen Stephanskirche (VI, 128). 
 
The humor of both passages resides in word play and comparative syntax. In the first, 
Heine declares his preference for a simple lunch over the bland intellectual fare offered 
by the faculty of law at Göttingen, playing on the double meaning of the homonym 
Gericht (dish/court) to enhance the contrast. In the second, two structurally equivalent 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




prepositional phrases (“in meinem Magen”/”in der Goslarschen Stephanskirche”) are 
linked via the adjective ‘nüchtern’ which acts as a hinge to equate the empty condition of 
the narrator’s stomach with the solemn mood inside a church. No preference must be 
declared in this case: the simple equation of the former with the latter produces a 
discomfort which is humorous, whereas the first passage explicitly inverts a traditional 
value hierarchy by favoring material to intellectual nourishment. 
 These kinds of contrasts surface in situational contexts as well. The traveler-
narrator of Die Harzreise takes great pleasure in his meals, a pleasure which is however 
frequently disrupted by the talk of his table companions. Two examples will suffice:  
Nur der Kaffee nach Tische wurde mir verleidet, indem sich ein junger Mensch 
diskursierend zu mir setzte und so entsetzlich schwadronierte, dass die Milch auf dem 
Tische sauer wurde (VI, 92).  
 
Während ich gut aß und gut trank, demonstrierte er mir fortwährend die Vorzüge der 
Vernunft (VI, 103).  
 
In the first case, it is a philistine who ruins the narrator’s coffee with his humorless 
anecdotes and false bravado, whereas in the second case, an idealist philosopher receives 
the brunt of his ire. Both passages intervene in the long-standing conception of eating and 
talking as harmonious, mutually compatible and enhancing activities, an idea captured in 
the ritual of the symposium and the notion of the convivial scene. Here, in contrast, the 
latter is explicitly opposed to the former as a demonstration of the incompatibility of 
certain kinds of discourse—the vapid clichés of the philistine and the cold rationalism of 
the philosopher—with the practices and pleasures of the table. 
 All of these examples illustrate the central aesthetic strategy of Die Harzreise, 
namely the juxtaposition of things sublime and profane, high and low for a series of 
reasons which are not mutually exclusive: to mock the high by equating it with the low, 




invert the traditional hierarchy imposed on the two categories, and in so doing to begin to 
question the oppositions imposed by the hierarchy in the first place. The examples 
demonstrate on a textual microlevel, however, the high peaks and low realms which the 
narrator encounters on his geographical journey—that journey, of course, which reaches 
its nadir in his descent to a coal mine and culminates in his ascension to the Brocken. In 
light of the frequent binary play, it is perhaps not surprising that the most ridiculous event 
of the text, a wild dinner party attended by student colleagues, occurs at the high summit 
of the Brocken mountain top, and the most solemn, reverent comments occur when the 
narrator is at the lowest, dirtiest part of his journey deep in the mine shafts. 
 These kinds of topographical extremes emerge on the level of the body as well. 
The cultural categories of high and low resonate further in this corporeal realm as Heine 
repeatedly draws attention to the nether regions of the body, the belly and the buttocks, in 
his writing. It is his frequent representation of this lower bodily stratum that calls the 
theories of Mikhail Bakhtin to mind. In Rabelais and His World, Bakhtin developed the 
concept of the grotesque body as part of the articulation of an aesthetic tradition he 
termed grotesque realism. The grotesque body has several features: it is a collective body, 
representative of the general body public, and thus frequently imagined as outsized and 
grandiose; it is an incomplete form, constantly growing, decaying and changing, and thus 
often depicted in its various moments of transformation such as “copulation, pregnancy, 
birth, growth, old age, disintegration, dismemberment;”233 it is an open form, dependent 
on the outside world, which leads to a focus in representation on its various orifices, “the 
parts through which the world enters the body or emerges from it, or through which the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





body itself goes out to meet the world;”234 and finally, the grotesque body is a material 
one and triumphantly so, as biological processes of the body such as ingestion, excretion 
and intercourse become the main focus of depiction, and the lower stratum of the body—
the belly, the genitals and the anus—becomes the privileged site of representation.  
 Bakhtin writes that “the essential principle of grotesque realism is degradation, 
that is, the lowering of all that is high, spiritual, ideal, abstract; it is a transfer to the 
material level, to the sphere of earth and body in their indissoluble unity.”235 Heine may 
be considered a practitioner of grotesque realism in so far as he pursues this strategy. In 
addition to a poetics of juxtaposition, Heine also employs this second central tactic of 
debasement, the disgracing of the high by revealing its crude material substratum. The 
central difference in Heine and Raabe’s aesthetics of food becomes apparent at this 
juncture, for while Raabe is engaged in a large-scaled project of dematerialization—the 
erasure of the real body from the realm of aesthetic representation and the rehabilitation 
of material substance via its investment with spiritual content—Heine is constantly 
reintroducing the body into the aesthetic realm and converting spirit into matter in the 
downward movement of degradation that Bakhtin describes. The outer limits of this 
strategy are reached in the author’s frequent reference to excrement, i.e. the obverse of 
food and natural end product of the eating process. It is via these thematizations of the 
substance and in particular the smell of excremental waste, the most abject product of the 
human body, that Heine unleashes his most successful critiques of the various ideals that 
contemporary society held most dear.  
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 Constraints of space and perhaps also of fortitude prevent me from a full 
consideration of the numerous instances of excremental degradation in Heine’s writings. 
Of these instances, I will mention only two: the first, the severe case of diarrhea that 
Gumpelino, the comic figure of Die Bäder von Lucca, suffers just as he is granted a rare 
opportunity to rendezvous with his beloved; and the second, the prostitute’s putrid 
chamber pot in which the narrator of Deutschland: Ein Wintermärchen reads the 
excremental entrails of Germany’s future. The episodes follow essentially the same 
trajectory. A topic of abstract importance is introduced in apparently earnest fashion, only 
to take on increasingly material and literal dimensions that culminate in the act of 
defecation, the perception of a foul smell, and the appearance of the chamber pot. In the 
first case, it is the noble ideal of love that is befouled by the excremental reality. 
Gumpelino has a poetic nature that leads him to rhapsodize ecstatically about the object 
of his affection, and he conceives himself as a contemporary Romeo in his thwarted 
attempts to be with his Julia. Unfortunately for him, he consumes a laxative just moments 
before an invitation from his beloved arrives, causing the narrator to punningly remark: 
“Statt des Thrones der Liebe harrt Ihrer jetzt der Stuhl der Nacht!” (VII, 123). The 
prophecy is in fact correct. Gumpelino spends the evening in extremely unpleasant 
cirumstances, with his only comfort provided by the love poems of a certain August von 
Platen. The following commentary serves as an introduction to the massive attack on 
Platen launched by Heine in the remainder of Die Bäder von Lucca: “Dieses brillante 
Buch…roch…nach jenem seltsamen Parfüm, der mit Eau de Cologne nicht die mindeste 
Verwandtschaft hat und vielleicht auch dem Umstande beizumessen war, dass der 




its nadir in the description of the foul-smelling book of love poetry and its debasement to 
the crude material substance of excrement. 
 The second episode, that of the prostitute’s chamber pot, is equally malodorous. 
In this case, it is the value of patriotism that finds its ultimate devaluation when reduced 
to waste of such foul stench that the narrator faints upon catching its scent. He has the 
great fortune, namely, to make the acquaintance of Hamburg’s patron saint, albeit in the 
guise of a street prostitute. She promises to reveal to him the future of Germany, but only 
under the condition that he poke his head into her chamber pot to discover it for himself. 
The relevant stanzas read as follows: “Was ich gesehn, verrate ich nicht,/Ich habe zu 
schweigen versprochen,/Erlaubt ist mir zu sagen kaum,/O Gott! Was ich gerochen!---
…Doch dieser deutsche Zukunftsduft/Mocht alles überragen,/Was meine Nase je geahnt-
-/Ich konnte es nicht länger ertragen—“ (IV, 153). The moment is a culmination of the 
critique the poet has offered of German nationalism throughout the poem. Here 
patriotism, the highest value of the conservative circles of the Vormärz period, is 
wrenched from its high summit and dumped summarily into a chamber pot. The end 
result is the befouling of the values of a chauvinistic nationalism via the equation of these 
values with excrement. The fact that this apperception takes place in the realm of smell, 
moreover, shows the value that this particular sensory perception held for Heine. It is 
above all the nose and not the eye or the ear that serves the narrator as the most 
incorruptible organ of judgment. In both scatological episodes, then, the degradation 
process is signalized and perceived via the nose, the organ that is best able to apprehend 




 I am now in a position to draw some conclusions about Heine’s use of alimentary 
tropes. What remains consistent throughout these texts is not the ‘what’ of the food image 
but rather the ‘how’, the manner in which Heine deploys images of food and drink. This 
manner can be described in terms of two separate but related strategies. First, he employs 
a method of contrast in which food, as an expression of the low, is juxtaposed with an 
opposing expression of the high, and an effect is achieved either by equating the one with 
the other or by explicitly declaring a preference for the former over the latter. The second 
technique can be described as a Bakhtinian strategy of degradation whereby the pointed 
inclusion of food and excremental images defiles realms of the high. All strategies 
constitute key elements of a poetics of transgression in which the goal is to transgress and 
the means of doing so the food image. At this juncture it is useful to recall Raabe’s 
poetics of hunger as a means of contrast with Heine’s aesthetics of food. Whereas Raabe 
maintains a distinct separation of spheres in his discussion of topics sublime and profane, 
Heine consciously adopts a poetics of juxtaposition in his treatment of the same subjects; 
whereas the former upholds a traditional value judgment of high and low, the latter tends 
to invert the hierarchy; whereas the treatment of hunger in Der Hungerpastor follows an 
upward trajectory in which the protagonist transcends the spheres of the low, dark and 
corporeal for the lofty realms of the high, bright and spiritual, Heine’s narrators tend in 
contrast to follow an opposite trajectory, pulling their characters in a downward 
movement to the level of the lower bodily stratum. 
 One central question remains. In what sense can these different aesthetic 
strategies be characterized as Christian or Jewish positions? In his depiction of hunger as 




his reliance on Christian traditions of asceticism and religious models of eating. It 
nevertheless remains to be seen how he employs tropes of Jewish appetite in his depiction 
of the novel’s anti-hero Moses Freudenstein. In Heine’s case, the link between aesthetic 
practice and religious themes is less obvious. To what extent may a connection be drawn 
between Heine’s poetics of food and his reception, as a Jew, of some of the tropes of the 
Jewish table I have established in Chapter 1? Can a link be established between his 
transgressive use of food images and the long-standing myth of Jewish materialism, i.e. 
the notion that the Jews were more tied to the low realm of the material and estranged 
from the lofty regions of the spirit? What correlation may be drawn, moreover, between 
Heine’s engagement with themes of smell in his literary oeuvre and the status of the 
legend of the Jewish stench in his time? The complex relationship between Heine’s food 
aesthetics and his Jewish concerns must be examined in more detail. The next section of 
this chapter comprises two parts. In the first, I provide a historical context for Heine’s 
appropriation of smell themes by investigating how the sense of smell was perceived in 
contemporaneous aesthetic thought as well as how the foetor judaicus functioned in the 
anti-assimilation discourse of the early nineteenth century. In the second, I widen the 
scope of my inquiry to investigate Heine’s broader intervention in the binary of Christian 
spirit and Jewish matter. I conduct this examination on the basis of his programmatic 
remarks on the conflict between ‘Geist’ and ‘Materie’ in Zur Geschichte der Religion und 
Philosophie in Deutschland and elsewhere, along with his fictionalization of these issues 






“O Gott! Was ich gerochen!” or Heine’s Jewish Nose  
Given his engagement for all causes of the low, it does not surprise that the sense 
of smell functions as a crucial empirical category for Heine. Since the late eighteenth 
century and from the viewpoint of classical aesthetics, smell has ranked lowest among the 
senses. One of the most important eighteenth century theoreticians of smell was Kant, 
who developed a hierarchy of the five faculties in Anthropologie in pragmatischer 
Hinsicht (1798) and placed smell in last place, characterizing it as “der undankbarste 
[und] der entbehrlichste” of the senses.236 Kant classified smell along with taste as 
second-class senses in comparison to the higher-order faculties of touch, vision and 
hearing because the former were “mehr subjektiv als objektiv…d.i. die Vorstellung durch 
dieselbe ist mehr die des Genusses, als der Erkenntis des äußeren Gegenstandes.”237 By 
characterizing smell and taste as forms of subjective rather than objective perception, 
Kant cast in doubt the ability of either sense to contribute to epistemological knowledge. 
Other objections raised by Kant against the sense of smell included its restriction of 
individual freedom;238 its fleeting and ephemeral quality;239 and its unfortunate capacity 
to arouse disgust. Thus he described the ability of a foul stench to overwhelm the nose 
and provoke nausea: „Schmutz scheint nicht sowohl durch das Widrige fürs Auge und die 
Zunge, als vielmehr durch den davon zu vermutenden Gestank Ekel zu erwecken. Denn 
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238 Kant 75-6: “Geruch ist gleichsam ein Geschmack in der Ferne, und andere werden gezwungen, mit zu 
genießen, sie mögen wollen oder nicht, und darum ist er als der Freiheit zuwider weniger gesellig als der 
Geschmack…” 
 





die Einnehmung durch den Geruch (in die Lungen) ist noch inniglicher, als die durch die 
einsaugenden Gefäße des Mundes oder des Schlundes.“240  
As Kant’s reference to the potential of smell for arousing disgust suggests, the 
sense posed a serious problem in the realm of eighteenth century aesthetic theory—for 
the nose, with its openings and effluvia, evokes the internal realm of the body and its 
physiological processes, a taboo topic in the program of classical aesthetics. In contrast to 
the tradition of grotesque realism that Bakhtin has described—a tradition that emphasized 
the openings of the body, including the nose, the mouth, the phallus and the anus, in order 
to underscore the dependent status and transient nature of the human form241—the field 
of classical aesthetics privileged the ideal of the hermetically closed and self-sufficient 
physical form. In his study on disgust, Winfried Menninghaus has argued that this 
imagination of the independent human body comprised the core of eighteenth century 
aesthetic theory. Unlike the grotesque body, the classical body as it was represented in 
this tradition was a form that neither died nor aged, that neither experienced disgust nor 
provoked the sensation via reference to unpleasant physiological processes. In order to 
maintain the illusion of the body as a hermetic unit, Menninghaus argues, the depiction of 
the nose had to undergo serious revisions, for the representation of the actual nose with 
its holes would violate “das Gesetz der möglichst ununterbrochenen und makellosen 
Haut-Sprachoberfläche.”242 Thus Menninghaus describes the development of the Greek 
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241 Bakhtin calls the nose along with the mouth the two most important facial features of grotesque realism: 
“Of all the features of the human face, the nose and mouth play the most important part in the grotesque 
image of the body.” Bakhtin 316. 
 





profile in the plastic arts of the late eighteenth century, a profile that united the nose with 
the forehead and thus allowed the skin to appear as uninterrupted and whole.  
Smell theory advanced in the eighteenth and nineteenth century not only in the 
fields of philosophy and aesthetics but in the social realm as well. Alain Corbin has 
described the widespread view, prevalent in the nineteenth century, that civilized man no 
longer needed his sense of smell, i.e. had outgrown it as he increasingly distanced himself 
from the primitive realm.243 It was particularly due to this claim that the sense of smell 
came to be perceived as a marker of class and ethnic difference in the nineteenth century. 
Groups of non-European ethnicity and lower class status were often perceived as 
smelling differently in both the active and passive sense of the term—as perceiving 
scents differently than white Europeans, often with a higher tolerance for smells the 
upper class found intolerable, but also as emitting a different aroma than these white 
Europeans, a distinctly unpleasant scent due to their allegedly different body composition 
in addition to their lack of proper hygiene.244  
Heine too participated in this eighteenth and nineteenth century discourse on 
smell, but in highly idiosyncratic fashion. The imagination of smell as the lowest of the 
senses must have exerted a powerful influence on the poet, who frequently transgressed 
the established hierarchies of high and low to agitate in defense of the latter, particularly 
in the realm of the body. In fact, Heine turns to the sense again and again in his literary 
texts. Fifty years before Nietzsche decried the supremacy of vision and posited instead 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
243 Alain Corbin, The Foul and the Fragrant, 6-7. 
 





the value of the nose as a sensory organ of impeccable judgment,245 Heine reclaimed the 
sense from its traditionally degraded status and set it firmly atop his hierarchy of sensory 
perception. Intervening in the Kantian classification of smell as the least valuable of the 
senses, Heine instrumentalizes the nose in his writings in contrast as an impeccable 
diagnostician of corruption and a relentless bloodhound of hypocrisy. It is not only able 
to sniff out the stench of dogma,246 but it is also able to reassess and reassign value to 
smells and scents which are traditionally despised. 
I have already discussed two of the most malodorous episodes in Heine’s oeuvre, 
in which the poet exposes the hypocrisy of inflated notions of love and patriotism via the 
equation of these ideals with the smell and substance of excrement. It is crucial to note, 
however, that it is not only miasmal odors that Heine’s nose pursues. His works are 
scented with ambrosial fragrances as well. Here too, however, the employment of smell 
themes must be interpreted as part of Heine’s program of ideological criticism: for 
significantly and surprisingly enough, the most notably aromatic moments in Heine’s 
oeuvre revolve around the smells of traditional Jewish cuisine. Thus he writes for 
example in Ludwig Börne about the wonderful scent of cholent, a dish of which the poet 
was particularly fond: “Auch nach Bornheim sind wir miteinander hinausgefahren am 
Sabbat, um dort Kaffee zu trinken und die Töchter Israels zu betrachten…Es waren 
schöne Mädchen und rochen nach Schalet, allerliebst” (XI, 31).The veneration of cholent 
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246 One recalls the poem ‘Disputation’ in Hebräische Melodien, a debate of faith between a rabbi and a 
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surfaces again and again in Heine’s writings in sometimes gentle, sometimes pointed 
contexts, perhaps most notably in the poem “Prinzessin Sabbath.” In the poem, a poor 
Jew who spends his weeks mired in the “Kot und Kehricht” of the street is transformed 
every Friday evening into a prince with the coming of Shabbat. The high point of the 
poem occurs when the princess of Shabbat sets in front of him a dish of cholent: “Dafür 
aber heute Mittag/Soll dir dampfen, zum Ersatz, ein Gericht, das wahrlich göttlich--
/Heute sollst du Schalet essen!” (III, 128). Both the smell rising off of the steaming plate 
and the actual consumption of the food effect the transformation of the Jew out of his 
everyday misery: “Speist der Prinz von solcher Speise/Glänzt sein Auge wie 
verkläret,/Und er knöpfet auf die Weste,/Und er spricht mit sel’gem Lächeln:/’Hör ich 
nicht den Jordan rauschen? Sind das nicht die Brüsselbrunnen/In dem Palmental von 
Beth-El,/Wo gelagert die Kamele?” (III, 128). The smell and taste of cholent act here as a 
kind of Jewish Proustian madeleine that triggers the humble Jew’s mémoire involontaire 
of the biblical landscape of the Jordan and the ancient dignity of the Jewish faith. The 
smells of cholent, described as “des wahren Gottes/Koscheres Ambrosia,” and the scents 
of the princess herself, who carries a “Nardenbüchse” which gives off “Wohlgerüche[n],” 
are all explicitly preferred to the odors of Greek ambrosia, which the narrator describes in 
comparison as “eitel Teufelsdreck” (asofoetida, or devil’s dung, a spice which reeks 
when raw and smells like garlic or onion when cooked) (III, 128).  
In Prinzessin Sabbath, Heine thus stages in nuce what can be conceived in larger 
terms as a kind of Nietzschean ‘Umwertung aller Werte’ whereby he not only inverts 
traditional valuations of sublime and profane—Greek ambrosia and Jewish cholent—but 




is via taste and smell, rather than vision and hearing, that the doors to the divine are 
unlocked. Indeed, cholent is described as “göttlich” and as “die Himmelspeise,/Die der 
liebe Herrgott selber/Einst den Moses kochen lehrte/Auf dem Berge Sinai;/Wo der 
Allerhöchste gleichfalls/All die guten Glaubenslehren/Und die heilgen zehn 
Gebote/Wetterleuchtend offenbarte.” There is certainly humor to be located in this vision 
of God simultaneously transmitting the Ten Commandments and the recipe for cholent to 
Moses on Mount Sinai. Those commentators who have found only disrespect or cynicism 
in these stanzas nevertheless mistake the deeper importance of Heine’s project 247—his 
rehabilitation of the sense of smell in general and of one very specific aroma in particular.  
Indeed, the significance of Heine’s thematization of the Jewish kitchen and its 
smells is little recognized in the secondary literary and when so, often falsely 
interpreted.248 What goes overlooked in most cases is a trope that stands in close 
correspondence to the topic of smell—a motif, indeed, with which the poet was 
intimately acquainted. This is the trope of the Jewish stench. The legend of the foetor 
judaicus, as I have argued in Chapter 1, experienced a significant transformation in the 
early modern period. Having previously been thought to indicate the presence of evil and 
thus to mark Jewish wickedness, the Jewish stench underwent a secularization process in 
the early modern period and became increasingly attributed to the alleged Jewish 
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proclivity for garlic and onions. The first decades of the nineteenth century marked a 
particularly important phase in the career of the legend. To recall, the time period 
witnessed the birth of a new polemic tradition in the German-Jewish discourse, i.e. the 
discourse on Jewish assimilation.  Critics hostile to the assimilatory efforts of the German 
Jews mocked their efforts to acculturate both externally (e.g. in matters of clothing and 
grooming) and internally (i.e. in the attempt to acquire Bildung) to German norms. An 
important question functioned on a latent level in the texts written in this tradition: how 
could Christians identify and codify a Jew as such if the traditional external attributes of 
Jewishness were rapidly disappearing as a result of assimilation?249 It was as an answer to 
this question that the notion of the foetor judaicus was revived in the early nineteenth 
century as polemicists appropriated the legend in order to insist on the existence of 
ineradicable Jewish difference in the face of growing acculturation and assimilation. It 
was also in this context that the Jewish stench began to acquire racialized dimensions that 
would become a key feature of the legend up through the period of National Socialism. 
The foetor judaicus played a significant and exemplary role in the anti-
assimilation rhetoric of the 1819 Judenspiegel. In the tractate, the author Hundt-
Radowsky (calling himself “der zweite Grattenauer”) continued in the tradition of his 
esteemed predecessor when he referenced the type of the “jüdischer Elegant,” alternately 
called a “Versemacher” or “Aesthetiker”—in Hundt-Radowsky’s gloss a Jew who 
demonstrated his Bildung by participating in the cultural life of the metropolis and by 
composing poems and verse. It is the Jewish stench that exposes such a type and declares 
his cultural efforts for naught. Thus Hundt-Radowsky wrote of “unsere jüdischen 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  






Elegants, Aesthetiker und Versemacher…die in Schauspielen und Konzerten immer das 
große Wort führen, und ihren Knoblauchgeruch durch Bisam und Moschus zu verbergen 
suchen,”250 or from “dem Gezücht, das [sich] auf den Lustplätzen großer Städte [zeigt], in 
recht eleganter Kleidung, die Zigarre beständig im Maule, um seinen Knoblauchwitz 
duften zu lassen, und die klugen Einfälle, welche es die Woche über hatte oder 
aufschnappte, an den Mann zu bringen.”251 In both references, the motif of the Jewish 
stench functions identically: it is deployed to mock the assimilatory efforts of the 
contemporary Jew as ineffectual and further to deny the artistic and intellectually 
functioning Jew a legitimate role in the production and partaking of German high culture.  
Whole chapters of the Judenspiegel, in fact, are devoted to a denunciation of the 
very notion of the Jewish poet. The familiar binary of high and low resurfaces as Hundt-
Radowsky denies that the Jew can inhabit the lofty realm of poesy:  
Ihr Dichtergeist ist kein Adler, der sich groß und stolz mit kühnem Fluge zur Sonne 
erhebt, sondern eine häßliche, flügellahme Krähe, die im irdischen Schlamme 
umherkrächzt. Wo der Jude erhaben sein will, da macht er sich lächerlich; wo er etwas 
Witziges sagen will, ist er platt und gemein. Ein jüdischer Poet in W—n, der den Tod 
seiner Geliebten, welche die Tochter eines Lumpen-, Bücher- oder Kleidertrödlers war, 
beklagen wollte, begann seine Threnodie mit den hochtrabenden Worten: “Klaget, ihr 
Eichen im Thale Josaphat, denn die Ceder auf Libanon ist gefallen.” Der Vergleich einer 
Knoblauchduftenden Judendirne mit der Ceder auf Libanon, war doch bei Gott, etwas 
gewagt.252 
 
A series of interrelated oppositional pairs is construed here: the proud eagle versus the 
ugly crow, the sun versus the muck, the scent of cedar versus the stench of garlic. 
Inhabiting the low realms represented by the latter terms in each pair, the Jew is not 
suited to compose poetry, unfit as he is to ascend to the ‘erhaben’ spheres in which poetic 
production takes place.  
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 The attack on the notion of the Jewish poet via themes of the foetor judaicus 
brings this discussion back to Heine—for as is well known, Heine was accused of 
possessing a Jewish stench himself. Indeed, it is a curious fact that the allegation of the 
foetor Judaicus came to inspire one of the most notorious ad hominem attacks in 
nineteenth-century German letters. In the so-called Heine-Platen affair, the poet August 
von Platen incited Heine’s ire by mocking his Jewish origins in Der romantische Ödipus 
(1829). The high point of Platen’s critique occurs in a reference to Heine’s 
malodorousness: “sein Freund, ich bin’s; doch möcht’ ich nicht sein Liebchen sein; denn 
seine Küsse sondern ab Knoblauchsgeruch…Drum führt er sein Riechfläschen beständig 
mit.”253 As in the case of Hundt-Radowsky’s logic, here again it is the unpleasant odors 
that expose the poet as a Jew and annihilate his cultural accomplishments. Platen’s attack 
inspired a fiery counter assault. In Die Bäder von Lucca (1830), Heine responded to 
Platen, employing the terms of his attack only to turn the tables on his opponent: 
Als Mann fühle ich geschmeichelt, daß der Graf Platen uns den Vorzug gibt vor den 
Weibern, und als Freund von den Weibern bin ich wieder ein Gegner von solch einem 
Manne. So ist der Mensch! Der eine ißt gern Zwiebeln, der andere hat mehr Gefühl für 
warme Freundschaft, und ich, als ehrlicher Mann, muß aufrichtig gestehen, ich esse gern 
Zwiebeln, und eine schiefe Köchin ist mir lieber als der schönste Schönheitsfreund” (VII, 
129).  
 
The pithy turn of phrase initiates a full-fledged invective against Platen for both his 
homosexual and lyrical inclinations. Heine scarcely conceals the charge of Platen’s 
homosexuality, just as he barely cloaks his Jewishness in the elliptical confession “ich 
esse gern Zwiebeln.” He also demonstrates a tactic that becomes key to his responses to 
anti-Jewish invective: he accepts the charge of malodorousness but deflates it of its 
potency, through a strategy of humor and an affirmation of virility via the reference to the 
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‘schiefe Köchin’ who prepares him his Jewish meals. With the euphemistic language 
stripped away, the essence of the conflict becomes clear: a malodorous but heterosexual 
Jew, Heine suggests, is preferable to even the sweetest smelling homosexual.  
It is impossible to state with certainty the degree to which the notion of the Jewish 
stench played into Heine’s great interest in smell as a category of sensory perception, but 
given the Jewish context of many of his remarks on the topic, it is reasonable to posit 
some relationship between Heine’s engagement with smell themes and his sensitivity to 
the accusation of the foetor judaicus. The celebration of the smells of Jewish cuisine 
constitutes the exemplary case of Heine’s approach to normative estimations of smell—
i.e. the dramatic inversion of value judgments of fragrant and foul via the denunciation of 
scents typically thought of as pleasant alongside the veneration of traditionally despised 
odors. Not only the Jewish stench, however, but also the Jewish nose possesses a 
particular resonance for Heine. I am not speaking of the stereotypical caricature of the 
crooked Jewish nose, although the image certainly also plays a role in Heine’s work, but 
rather of the complex affinity evinced by even the most alienated Jew for the smells of 
the Jewish kitchen. Nowhere is this affinity explored in more depth than in Heine’s 
unfinished novella Der Rabbi von Bacherach. In the next section, I continue my analysis 
of the smells themes via a reading of the novella, expanding the discussion however to a 
broader examination of food tropes in the story and an investigation of the role food plays 
in the important binary Heine establishes between the traditions of spiritualism and 
sensualism, or Geist and Materie.  
 




I begin by making a claim that must immediately be qualified: Heine’s aesthetics of 
the table constitutes a Jewish intervention in the binary of Christian spirit and Jewish 
matter, with his engagement for the rights of matter ensuing from a sensitivity to the 
various manifestations of the myth of Jewish materialism. It is an appealing thesis which 
could be easily supported were it not for one critical problem: Heine saw the Jewish 
tradition as essentially hostile to the rights of matter. A brief summary of Heine’s 
thinking on Judaism is necessary here. In 1834, in Zur Geschichte der Religion und 
Philosophie in Deutschland, Heine wrote the history of both religion and philosophy as a 
dialectical struggle between two oppositional schools of thought to which he assigned the 
terms spiritualism and sensualism, “wovon die eine den Geist dadurch verherrlichen will, 
dass sie die Materie zu zerstören strebt, während die andere die natürlichen Rechte der 
Materie gegen die Usurpation des Geistes zu vindizieren sucht” (VIII, 29). The passage 
indicates on which side Heine’s sympathies lie. The ‘natural rights’ of matter, in his view 
on the history of religion, have been brutally repressed as part of a long tradition, 
reaching back to Manichean and Gnostic thought, of viewing the material world as the 
realm of Satan. Heine was not so quick to deny the rights of the spirit, however; he writes 
of “die Suprematie des Geistes” in a later passage and attempts to imagine what a 
synthesis of the two standpoints might look like (VIII, 49).  
In a subsequent stage of his argument, Heine mapped religious antinomies onto the 
binary opposition of spiritualism and sensualism that he developed in his Geschichte. In 
his schema, however, it is surprisingly the Jews alongside the Christians who occupy the 
spiritualist pole of his dichotomy. Opposing these two religious peoples, who Heine saw 




religious traditions of paganism and pantheism. The latter, who Heine alternately referred 
to as Hellenes or Pantheists, believe God to be present in the created universe, and 
therefore consider both God and the natural world sacred. The former, who Heine 
alternately termed Nazarenes or Deists, conceive of God as transcendent, outside the 
created universe, and thus regard the natural world as profane. Although Heine 
considered Christianity to offer the ultimate example of a religious tradition which 
despises the body as base, he saw this article of faith as an extension of Judaistic belief:  
Dem Deisten…ist nur der Geist heilig…Die Juden achteten daher den Leib als etwas 
Gringes, als eine armselige Hülle des Ruach hakodasch, des heiligen Hauchs, des Geistes, 
und nur diesem widmeten sie ihre Sorgfalt, ihre Ehrfurcht, ihren Kultus. Sie wurden daher 
ganz eigentlich das Volk des Geistes, keusch, genügsam, ernst, abstrakt, halsstarrig, 
geeignet zum Martyrtum, und ihre sublimste Blüte ist Jesus Christus (VIII, 58). 
 
Articulated here is a conception of Judaism that Heine was to repeatedly employ in 
subsequent returns to the theme, particularly in Ludwig Börne: Eine Denkschrift (1840).  
By this time, however, he had revised the contrast to indicate that he was not only 
speaking of religious beliefs but also of particular temperaments. Characterizing Börne in 
terms of his “nazarenische Beschränktheit,” Heine explained the judgment as follows: 
Ich sage nazarenisch, um mich weder des Ausdrucks ‘jüdisch’ noch ‘christlich’ zu 
bedienen, obgleich beide Ausdrücke für mich synonym sind und von mir nicht gebraucht 
werden, um einen Glauben, sondern um ein Naturell zu bezeichnen. ‘Juden und ‘Christen’ 
sind für mich ganz sinnverwandte Worte, im Gegensatz zu ‘Hellenen’ mit welchem Namen 
ich ebenfalls kein bestimmtes Volk, sondern eine sowohl angeborene als angebildete 
Geistesrichtung und Anschauungsweise bezeichne. In dieser Beziehung möchte ich sagen: 
alle Menschen sind entweder Juden oder Hellenen, Menschen mit asketischen, 
bildfeindlichen, vergeistigungssüchtigen Trieben, oder Menschen mit lebensheiterem, 
entfaltungsstolzem und realistischem Wesen (XI, 18). 
 
Thus Heine intervened in what one critic has called “the most hoary and hostile Christian 
platitude about Judaism and the Jews,” that is their essentially carnal nature.254 Conceived 
as a type more than a religious subject per se, the “Jew” is envisioned by Heine as an 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





austere spiritualist. This startling inversion of the myth of Jewish materiality represents 
only one aspect of Heine’s idiosyncratic response to the themes of the Jewish table. 
 One can only speculate as to why Heine conceived of Judaism in this fashion. It is 
possible that he was influenced by his brief participation in the Verein der Kultur und 
Wissenschaft der Juden, an inner reform movement which criticized the status of 
contemporary Jewry as fossilized, formalistic and overly concerned with law.255 Given 
the biographical work that has been done on Heine’s complex relationship to Judaism,256 
it is also possible that he wished to strip the position which he enthusiastically espoused 
of Jewish content, denying any possible Jewish roots of his sensualist viewpoint and 
positioning himself as an inheritor of Greek rather than Jewish traditions which valued 
matter and the body positively. Nevertheless, one simple fact goes further to trouble 
Heine’s strict conception of Judaism as a ‘spiritualist religion’ than all these speculations: 
simply put, his theoretical articulation of Jewish spiritualism does not match his fictional 
portrayals of the sensual dimensions of the Jewish experience.  
 Indeed, a serious paradox emerges when Heine’s theoretical writings on Judaism 
and his fictional portraits of Jews are set against each other. In the one context, he 
describes the Jews as austere spiritualists, “keusch, genügsam, ernst, abstrakt, 
halsstarrig;” in the other, he consistently creates portraits of Jews who by no means can 
be described as ascetics. The chief expression of these fictional Jews’ sensual nature lies 
in their positive embrace of the pleasures of the table. Indeed, the text which is 
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considered to be Heine’s major literary statement on Jewish topics, Der Rabbi von 
Bacherach, revolves almost entirely around alimentary themes. But in other texts as well, 
in Die Bäder von Lucca, Ludwig Börne and Aus den Memoiren des Herren von 
Schnabelewopski, Heine not only portrays the culinary traditions of the Jews in warm and 
sensual terms but also repeatedly stresses the importance of the Jewish table in the Jewish 
tradition. Given the symbolic significance of food as the basic expression of Materie in 
Heine’s thought, this fact can not be underestimated. Of more than anecdotal relevance 
and much more than just an expression of Heine’s personal fondness for Jewish cuisine, 
the prominent status of the Jewish table in Heine’s fictional writings and Der Rabbi von 
Bacherach in particular seriously complicates the portrait of Jewish spiritualism he offers 
in his theoretical texts.257 
 Heine began work on the historical novella Der Rabbi von Bacherach in 1823. Set 
in the fifteenth century, the story recounts an attempt to frame the Jewish community of 
Bacherach for a ritual murder during the Passover holiday. When two strangers smuggle 
the bloody corpse of a child under the table of the Passover Seder hosted by Rabbi 
Abraham and his wife Sara, the two are forced to flee their home and escape to the 
Jewish ghetto of Frankfurt. After composing the first and possibly second chapter of the 
text in 1824,258 Heine interrupted his work on the novella for a series of possible 
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reasons.259 He returned to the manuscript only in 1840 at the height of the Damascus 
affair. Disgusted by the reemergence of the blood libel in his lifetime, he excavated the 
unfinished novella and published it in his fourth salon, but not before adding another 
portion to the text in which Abraham and Sara encounter Don Isaak, Abraham’s friend 
from his university days in Spain who has converted from Judaism and declares that he is 
only in the ghetto to have lunch at the famed home restaurant of Donna Schnapper-Elle. 
Heine never completed the novella and ultimately designated it a fragment. 
 As this description of the plot indicates, Der Rabbi von Bacherach is replete with 
scenes of eating. All throughout the text but particularly in the opening and closing 
scenes, Heine depicts Jews taking part in Jewish meals. In the former case, it is 
Abraham’s Passover Seder that is thematized. Arguably the most important Jewish meal, 
the Seder is a religious, ritual and collective experience. In the latter case, it is a 
seemingly unremarkable midday meal that is described. Secular, autonomous and 
individual, Don Isaak’s lunch appears to be the opposite of the exercise in group 
membership that the Seder represents. The two central male protagonists of the text, 
moreover, appear to be temperamentally well-suited to the meals of which they partake—
Abraham, the orthodox and pious rabbi, presides over the traditional Seder meal, while 
Isaak, the convert and self-proclaimed sensualist, rhapsodizes ecstatically about the 
delicious lunch he is about to enjoy. Indeed, there is a great tendency in the secondary 
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literature to read the two men, if not necessarily the two meals, as polar opposites and 
moreover as representatives of Heine’s spiritualist/sensualist binary pair.260  
A number of problems nevertheless arise when attempting this kind of approach 
to the novella, the first of which is the simple fact that Heine had not yet developed his 
famous binary at the time he began work on the novella in 1824. It is therefore 
problematic to read Abraham as a spiritualist via the definition Heine provided first in 
1834. By 1840, in contrast, when he created the figure of Don Isaak, Heine had already 
fully conceived the oppositional pair. It is thus indeed appropriate to consider Don Isaak 
as a representative of Heine’s sensualist position, and indeed, Heine lays many of the 
characteristic expressions of his imagined Hellene directly into Don Isaak’s mouth. The 
portrait of Don Isaak as a sensualist, however, is far more ambivalent than is often 
understood, just as the frequent conception of Abraham as a spiritualist also misses key 
details of his characterization. A close examination of the text reveals that the binary 
oppositions Heine frequently employed in his theoretical discussions on Judaism do not 
perform nearly as neatly in literary contexts. Indeed, via the depiction of both Abraham 
and Don Isaak, Passover Seder and midday meal, the text articulates a conception of 
Judaism that is as much an affair of the body (Materie) as it is of the mind (Geist). It is 
chiefly through alimentary themes, moreover, that the novella forwards this conception.  
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 Any attempt to read the figure of Rabbi Abraham as a strict spiritualist would 
have to employ evidence from the novella only selectively. The narrator introduces 
Abraham as an orthodox Jew, “überaus rein, fromm und ernst” who “[übte] die 
kleinlichsten Glaubensgebräuche…mit ängstlicher Gewissenhaftigkeit, alle Montag und 
Donnerstag pflegte er zu fasten, nur am Sabbat oder anderen Feiertagen genoß er Fleisch 
und Wein, sein Tag verfloß in Gebet und Studium” (V, 111-2). The proof of the rabbi’s 
piety lies chiefly in the reference to his ascetic eating habits. One hears moreover a hint 
of disregard on the part of the narrator for the maintenance of these practices in the 
employment of the somewhat disparaging adjectives “ängstlich” and “kleinlich.” 
Nevertheless, a number of details conflict with the portrait of Abraham as an austere 
ascetic. The most suggestive of these details is a reference to the Rabbi’s university study 
in Spain, where he “zwar emsig genug das Studium des göttlichen Gesetzes getrieben, 
aber auch christliche Gebräuche nachgeahmt und freigeistige Denkungsart eingesogen 
[hat]” (V, 111). As a fairly radical expression of unorthodoxy, the statement seriously 
complicates Abraham’s characterization as a strict follower of the rules of Jewish law; his 
openness to both the Christian tradition and the more liberal, secularized culture of 
Sephardic Jewry casts any conception of him as stubbornly orthodox into doubt. The 
Rabbi also enjoys a sensual relationship with his wife, Sara. Although “die schöne Sara” 
is described as a modest woman, their relationship does not lack hints of eroticism.  
 The portrait of Rabbi Abraham is embedded in the larger description of the meal 
over which he presides. This first-ever depiction of a Passover Seder in German letters—
and the first fictional depiction of a ritual murder scene from a Jewish perspective—is 




received much acclaim for the richness of tone it achieves. The scene stands in marked 
contrast to the other meal episodes Heine was writing both at the time of its conception 
and for years afterwards. Significantly longer than the meal descriptions in the 
Reisebilder, the depiction of the Passover Seder assumes an ethnographic tone and is 
composed in an encyclopedic style, presumably in an attempt to describe the ritual meal 
to the uninitiated. The depiction is furthermore utterly devoid of the humorous 
commentary which so often accompanies Heine’s meal scenes elsewhere. Whereas in the 
Harzreise Heine frequently juxtaposes high and low elements for the purpose of critique, 
the Seder scene contains a mixture of elements that are not however perceived as 
incompatible. Indeed, the description repeatedly employs oxymoronic phrases to 
characterize the Passover celebration: “wehmütig heiter, ernsthaft spielend und 
märchenhaft geheimnisvoll ist der Charakter dieser Abendfeier;” “die silberne 
Sabbatlampe goß ihr festlichstes Licht über die andächtig vergnügten Gesichter” (V, 113, 
emphasis mine). Through these phrases, the narrator achieves an enigmatic synthesis in 
his depiction of the Seder of elements both formal and informal, solemn and festive, 
spiritual and sensual—certainly, the terms “andächtig” and “vergnügt” are ones which 
Heine firmly dissociated elsewhere in his articulations of the Nazarene versus Hellene 
standpoint.  
 The Passover Seder must have represented an intriguing phenomenon to an author 
who not only saw the forces of Geist and Materie as historically irreconciliable but who 
was also apt to describe the Jewish religion in particular as one that neglects the realm of 
matter. The Seder is an exercise in Jewish collective memory in which the past and the 




elements of this meal include both the consumption of certain food items and the reading 
of certain texts—in the former case, the items on the Seder plate which are meant to 
invoke different aspects of the enslavement in Egypt; and in the latter case the Haggadah, 
the text which dictates the order of the meal. In the Seder, then, both the spirit and the 
flesh participate in the act of remembrance. The reading of the text of the Haggadah 
coincides with the consumption of the items on the Seder plate as the participants inscribe 
themselves in the Jewish tradition on the level of both the body and the text; or, as 
Gerhard Neumann writes in his fine essay on Der Rabbi, “Eßakt und memoria stiftender 
Leseakt laufen in diesem Vorgang parallel.”261 In the Passover Seder, then, the status of 
matter is thus not denied but rather explicitly incorporated as a crucial element into the 
religious ceremony, as food, alongside the words of the Haggadah, serves as a critical 
vehicle of memory. With its oxymoronic phrases and gentle thematization of the 
harmony achieved between body and text throughout the meal, the fictional depiction of 
the Seder offered in Der Rabbi von Bacherach offers a vision of a Jewish religious 
tradition in which the spirit and the senses are equally valued.  
 The significance of the Seder in the first chapter of Der Rabbi von Bacherach is 
heightened by its juxtaposition with the third chapter of the novella in which an entirely 
different kind of meal presents itself. In this uncompleted chapter, Abraham and Sara 
encounter Don Isaak in the Jewish ghetto. A convert from Judaism, Isaak elliptically 
explains his decision to leave the faith via Heine’s Hellene logic, i.e. a disparaging 
reference to the ascetic traditions of both the Jews and the Christians: “Ja, ich bin ein 
Heide, und eben so zuwider wie die dürren, freudlosen Hebräer sind mir die trüben, 
qualsüchtigen Nazarener” (V, 143). As the passage indicates, moreover, Don Isaak is not 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




reticent in confessing the basic untruth of his conversion, for although he has become a 
Catholic in name, he considers himself a pagan in spirit: “Unsre liebe Frau von Sidon, die 
heilige Astarte, mag es mir verzeihen, daß ich vor der schmerzenreichen Mutter des 
Gekreuzigten niederkniee und bete…Nur mein Knie und meine Zunge huldigt dem Tode, 
mein Herz blieb treu dem Leben!” (V, 143).  
 One might be tempted to replace the word “Herz” with “Magen” in the final 
sentence of Don Isaak’s confession. Indeed, the essential expression of Don Isaak’s 
sensualist tendencies comes vis-à-vis an articulation of his relationship to food. 
Explaining his presence in the ghetto despite his conversion, he clarifies that he has only 
come to eat lunch at the Jewish Garküche: “Schon rieche ich ihren holden Duft, nämlich 
der Garküche. O wüßtest du Abraham, wie dieser Duft mich anspricht! Er ist es, der 
mich, seit ich in dieser Stadt verweile, so oft hinlockt nach den Zelten Jakobs. Der 
Verkehr mit dem Volke Gottes ist sonst nicht meine Liebhaberei, und wahrlich nicht um 
hier zu beten, sondern um zu essen besuche ich die Judengasse” (V, 142).  
 The complex nature of Don Isaak’s utterances has been completely simplified in 
readings of Der Rabbi von Bacherach. On the one hand, his expressed preference for 
Jewish cuisine over Jewish belief has been interpreted as a “spöttisch” and “witzelnd” 
declaration;262 in a similar vein, notable Heine scholar Erich Loewenthal finds in this 
passage “der gleiche Zynismus” Heine evinced in his comments on Jewish cuisine 
elsewhere, specifically in his paeans to cholent in Ludwig Börne and “Prinzessin 
Sabbat.”263 The notion that Heine considered Jewish cuisine the “only” salvegeable 
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element of the tradition and that this “only” was not very much indeed is a commonplace 
in the secondary literature. On the other hand, those who have tried to absolve Don 
Isaak’s position vis-à-vis Jewish food of sarcasm have relied too heavily on Heine’s own 
engagement for the sensualist position; Cordula Hupfer, for example, reads Isaak’s 
enjoyment of Jewish cuisine as the liberated expression of “eines geniesserisch-
autonomen Daseins, das den Zwang der Orthodoxie und des jüdischen 
Zeremonialsystems abgeschüttelt hat.”264 
 These judgments of Don Isaak as cynical convert or emancipated free-thinker do 
not pay close enough attention to the terms in which he expresses his love for Jewish 
cuisine. Consider the explanation Don Isaak offers for his presence in the ghetto: 
Aber schau nicht so sauer…schau mich nicht an mit Abscheu. Meine Nase ist nicht 
abtrünnig geworden. Als mich einst der Zufall, um Mittagszeit in diese Straße führte, und 
aus den Küchen der Juden mir die wohlbekannten Düfte in die Nase stiegen: da erfaßte 
mich jene Sehnsucht, die unsere Väter empfanden, als sie zurückdachten an die 
Fleischtöpfe Egyptens; wohlschmeckende Jugenderinnerungen stiegen in mir auf; ich sah 
wieder im Geiste die Karpfen mit brauner Rosinensauce, die meine Tante für den 
Freitagabend so erbaulich zu bereiten wußte; ich sah wieder das gedämpfte Hammelfleisch 
mit Knoblauch und Mairettig, womit man die Toten erwecken kann, und die Suppe mit 
schwärmerisch schwimmenden Klößchen…und meine Seele schmolz, wie die Töne einer 
verliebten Nachtigall, und seitdem esse ich in der Garküche meiner Freundin Donna 
Schnapper-Elle! (V, 143).  
 
Again, it is the nose and the sense of smell which function in Don Isaak’s account as the 
most sensitive barometer of truth. Don Isaak is a convert and a self-proclaimed pagan, 
which is to say that he has renounced the articles of the Jewish faith. Despite these facts, 
his nose nevertheless remains very much Jewish: “meine Nase ist nicht abtrünnig 
geworden.”265 He describes this predicament moreover not in terms of an active choice 
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but rather of passive subjugation. The scents of Jewish food overwhelm and overcome 
him (“die wohlbekannten Düfte [stiegen] in die Nase”) in a manner reminiscent of Kant’s 
critique of smell for the restriction of individual freedom it imposes on the subject. The 
smells of Schnapper-Elle’s kitchen speak to Isaak, not the other way around; they lure 
him into the ghetto and stimulate his childhood memories (“wohlschmeckende 
Jugenderinnerungen stiegen in mir auf”); and they evoke his desire by force (“da erfaßte 
mich jene Sehnsucht”). Hidden in this superficially flippant articulation of Don Isaak’s 
preference of Jewish cuisine is the plaintive expression of a man who in truth has no 
choice in the matter. The taste of Jewish cuisine is imprinted on him as a corporeal 
memory which can be neither controlled nor dispelled by rational powers; no longer a 
Jew in spirit, he can nevertheless not deny the inscription of the faith on his body.  
 It is thus a genuine albeit conflicted avowal of Jewish identity which Don Isaak 
confesses in his celebration of the scents and tastes of the Jewish kitchen. This 
construction of identity does not have a text-based dimension to it, to be sure; recall that 
in the Passover meal, it is both the food and the text that stimulate memory. Instead of the 
text penetrating the ear in the case of the Seder, here it is the smell of garlic penetrating 
the nose which awakes Jewish memory. But what is this kind of Jewish identity that Don 
Isaak possesses if it lacks the conviction of faith and the foundation of text?  
 Christoph Hoffmann has posited a kind of secular identity as one possible answer 
to this question: “for the renegade [Isaak], Jewish history no longer retains any direct, 
existential meaning. He believes—through a rational valuation of its content—to have 
loosed himself fully from it, and pays tribute only to the memories of his favorite kosher 
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dishes from childhood.”266 While the notion of secular identity functions aptly to 
characterize Don Isaak’s renunciation of orthodox faith, it does not however adequately 
capture the connection to Judaism that does remain. Gerhard Neumann has questioned if 
Isaak’s connection to Judaism can be construed as a form of identity at all. Comparing 
Abraham’s seder to Isaak’s lunch, Neumann writes of “diese Wendung vom rituellen 
sakralen Mahl, das Identität erkennbar, weil erinnerbar macht, zur gastronomischen 
Inszenierung einer nationalen Scheinidentität, die ihres Wurzelbodens beraubt ist…”267 In 
fact, Isaak’s connection to Judaism is neither rational nor lacking in roots. Neither 
Hoffmann nor Neumann grasps the corporeal dimension of Isaak’s Jewish identity. It is 
not so much a secular or apparent identity which the text posits but one rooted on the 
level of matter. Being a Jew, Don Isaak’s compulsive relationship to Jewish cuisine 
suggests, is as much an affair of the body as it is of the spirit.  
 In Der Rabbi von Bacherach and specifically in the figure of Don Isaak, Heine  
forwarded a conception of Jewish identity that would prove to be extremely prescient. 
Indeed, the notion of the Jews as a community of body rather than of faith came to 
dominate in the centuries after Emancipation and particularly in the growing new strain 
of racial anti-Semitism. There is no real sense in the novella of the dangerous direction 
which this notion of the ‘Jewish race’ would take. Instead, Heine articulates the conflict 
of a man who does not believe in the articles of the Jewish faith but who nevertheless 
‘feels’ Jewish in some incontrovertible fashion. It is only one mark of Heine’s great 
ingeniousness that he locates this Jewish sensibility in the nose, the organ used most 
frequently in anti-Semitic discourse to ‘other’ the Jew. Jewish smells are transformed in 
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Heine’s conception into the most powerful weapon in the arsenal of the Jews to keep 
their members in the fold; or as Heine remarks in Ludwig Börne with a mixture of humor, 
affection and mournfulness, “wie ich klar einsehe, ist es nur der Schalet, der [die Juden] 
zusammenhält in ihrem alten Bunde. Börne versicherte mir sogar, daß die Abtrünnigen, 
welche zum neuen Bunde übergegangen, nur den Schalet zu riechen brauchen, um ein 
gewisses Heimweh nach der Synagoge zu empfinden, daß der Schalet, sozusagen, der 
Kuhreigen der Juden sei” (XI, 31). 
 
Wilhelm Raabe 
Jewish Materialism: The Historical Context for “Der Hungerpastor” 
 Don Isaak is one of the more famous Jewish renegades of nineteenth century 
German fiction. Moses Freudenstein is another. In this examination of Heine and Raabe’s 
food concerns and Jewish concerns, the portrait of Moses Freudenstein in Der 
Hungerpastor remains to be discussed. The issue of Moses’ Jewishness has constituted a 
key subject of interest in the secondary literature on Der Hungerpastor. While most 
studies of the novel acknowledge the antinomian construction of the text and its 
juxtaposition of good and evil, light and dark in the opposing figures of Hans and Moses, 
less agreement prevails as to the relevance of Hans’ Christianity and Moses’ Judaism in 
the construction of this binary pair. Taking recourse to the metaphors of light and 
darkness in the novel, Rudi Schweikert for example frames the contrast between Hans 
and Moses via a paramythical binary, “den iranischen Mythos um Ormuzd, den Lichtgott, 
und Ahriman, den Gott der Finsternis.”268 Rudolph Mohr in contrast posits a variation on 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





Faustian themes in the presentation of Hans and Moses: “Daß Moses Freudenstein Jude, 
also Nicht-Christ, ist und einer von den Christen oft verteufelten Religion angehört, 
kommt seiner Quasi-Mephisto-Rolle entgegen. Mit Antisemitismus hat das nichts zu 
tun.”269 The apologetic nature of these attempts to deny the relevance of Moses’ 
Jewishness manifests itself particularly clearly in Mohr’s statement. Perhaps the most 
misguided effort to exonerate both the novel and its author from the charge of anti-
Semitism comes in Horst Denkler’s strained article of 1987. In an attempt to prove 
Raabe’s lack of anti-Semitism, Denkler points to the positive portraits of Jewish figures 
he created in Frau Salome and Höxter und Corvey, cites the author’s friendship with a 
famous rabbi, and pores through his private letters, characterizing various anti-Semitic 
utterances as regrettable “Ausrutscher” which Raabe could not have helped to avoid.270  
 Recent decades of scholarship have come to reverse this trend entirely, and 
attention to Der Hungerpastor’s anti-Semitism has dominated in more current approaches 
to the novel.271 It seems to me that both extremes are equally tendentious and, moreover, 
not especially enlightening. Whether or not Raabe was an anti-Semite, and whether or not 
Der Hungerpastor is an ‘anti-Semitic novel,’ are categorical questions that do not afford 
much hope of producing a nuanced understanding of the text. A potentially more fruitful 
question consists instead in investigating to what extent the portraits of Hans and Moses 
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offered in the novel conform to the binary structure of Christian spirit and Jewish matter 
that I have been investigating throughout this chapter. To what extent does the 
characterization of the two figures take recourse to the opposition in its classic form? In 
what ways is Moses construed as a Jewish materialist, and what specific connotations did 
this designation carry in the 1860s, the decade in which the novel was written? An 
examination of the figure of Moses will show that while there are basic continuities 
between Raabe’s portrait and older notions of Jewish materialism, the portrayal of Moses 
reflects new historical dimensions in the understanding of the term, specifically in the 
relocation of the charge from the alimentary to the economic realm and in the idea of the 
Jewish appetite for money—a different but equally potent symbol of matter.  
 A brief recollection of the basic contours of the myth of Jewish materialism is in 
order here so that I may demonstrate both continuity and change in the career of the trope 
over the course of several centuries. As I have argued in Chapter 1, the notion of Jewish 
materialism acquired a distinctive imprint in the early modern literature of jüdisches 
Ceremoniell via the realm of the body as the key seat of matter. Authors accused the Jews 
of a materialist worldview largely on the basis of their corporeal practices, primarily their 
alimentary behavior but also their sexual conduct as well. First, commentators accused 
the Jews of excessive and immoderate consumption in matters of food and drink. The 
notion that the Jews took far too much delight in the pleasures of the table became a key 
part of the imagination of the alleged carnality of the Jews. Second, authors censured the 
Jews for the inclusion of material, often alimentary pursuits in their practices of worship. 
That is to say, they framed certain Jewish religious traditions—for example the Purim 




believing that material pursuits could play a legitimate role in the veneration of the 
divine. Authors concluded that the Jews grossly overestimated the importance of the 
material world, outrageously indulging the realm of the body at the expense and 
impoverishment of the world of the spirit.  
 By the mid-nineteenth century, in contrast, the notion of Jewish materialism 
evoked, at least superficially, a wholly different set of meanings. Indeed, the concept 
came to refer largely to Jewish economic behavior, specifically the Jews’ alleged 
insatiable greed for money—another important symbol of matter and this-worldliness. 
Thus an older notion of Jewish materialism, conceived as a form of carnality or 
fleshliness, meshed with a more modern and secular idea of Jewish materialism 
conceived in economic terms as a form of hunger or appetite for gold. This is of course 
not to say that criticism of Jewish economic behavior was unique or original to the 
nineteenth century. The nineteenth century discourse on the topic acquired its specific 
contours, however, from two historical developments: first, the ongoing debate on Jewish 
emancipation, and second, the changing economic landscape of Western Europe. In the 
nearly one hundred years over which the cause of Jewish emancipation was debated, the 
economic behavior of the Jews, along with the question of whether they were capable of 
contributing to the financial good of the body politic, was a central topic of discussion. 
Opponents of emancipation argued that Jewish self-interest in financial matters would 
make it impossible for the state to ever benefit from their economic activities, for they 
would not only keep the profits for themselves but also deplete the people of their 
resources. Alimentary themes featured in these economic arguments in two significant 




terms of a “Nahrungsfrage,” in which the former plowed the land and sowed the crops 
while the latter reaped the benefits of this hard work through financial trickery. While 
hard-working Christians hungered for food, the Jews were living high on the proverbial 
hog: “[sie] nähren, mästen sich und füllen Kisten und Kasten von christlicher Haabe, 
leben im Müßiggange und Wohlleben.”272 Thus critics simultaneously imagined the Jews 
filling both their stomachs and their banks with the products of Christian work. Second, 
images of the Jews as parasites became increasingly prevalent in depictions of the 
financial relationship of Jews and Christians. Echoes of the blood libel resonated as 
critics cast the Jews as leeches (“Blut-Igel” [sic]) on the German body politic, “die…das 
Mark des Landes verzehren, und die arbeitsamsten thätigsten Bürger aussaugen.”273 
Depictions of the Jews as secular, economic blood-suckers continued to feature heavily in 
the German discourse on the Jews well into the twentieth century, representing a new 
phase in the trajectory of the blood libel, as I will argue in Chapter 4. 
At the same time as these specific conversations on Jewish economic behavior 
were taking place, structural changes in the broader society elicited an ideological 
critique of the principles of modern capitalism, which were moreover seen as essentially 
identical to the principles of Jewish financial behavior. The transition from a pre-
industrial, agrarian economic system to an industrialized, market- and capital-based 
economy unnerved traditionalists, many of whom saw these developments as either 
initiated by the Jews or beneficial to the Jews, in any case as an expression of Jewish 
economic influence. The economic behavior of the Jews was perceived as both cause and 
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symptom of the new ‘modern’ economy, which was based on the alleged Jewish 
attributes of self-interest and private gain, most frequently referred to in the German as 
Eigennutz, Egoismus, and Materialismus. Critics claimed that modern society was being 
‘judaized’ (verjudet), polluted by these so-called Jewish economic principles.274 The 
redemption of man from the egoistic spirit of modern times was thus equated with the 
redemption of all humanity from the Jewish spirit of self-interest and crass 
materialism.275 
 These developments are relevant for my argument for one key reason: although 
the notion of Jewish materialism was substantially revised in the period to refer largely to 
the financial dealings of the Jews, the manner in which this charge was frequently 
expressed remained evocatively similar to older, early modern presentations of Jewish 
materialism. That is to say, the gloss of Jewish economic behavior retained strongly 
alimentary language and food themes. Conceived as a form of hunger, Jewish avarice 
was repeatedly characterized as a kind of immoderate appetite that threatened to swallow 
the world with its hunger, that worshipped now at the altar of Mammon instead of 
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Moloch and made its metaphorical blood sacrifices there.276 What was new in this 
construction of Jewish greed was thus not the imagination of insatiable appetite but only 
rather the object of that drive, as gold replaced food as the object of Jewish hunger. 
 A few examples will help to show the interpenetration of money and food 
tropes—in essence, the correlation of Fressgier and Geldgier—in articulations of Jewish 
materialism from the mid-nineteenth century. I take these examples from the realm of 
iconography, because visual depictions show this correlation of economic greed and 
physical gluttony particularly well. One finds such sorts of images especially frequently 
in representations of the Rothschild family. The banker Meyer Amschel Rothschild and 
his five sons rose to power in the 1820s, with the family eventually serving in the 
European imagination as the very incarnation of modern Jewry.277 The key attributes the 
family was thought to embody included an enormous desire for money and a peerless 
drive for domination of the global financial market. Perhaps not incidentally, the 
Rothschilds were also known for their physical appetites and epicurean tendencies as 
well.278 Caricatures of the family appeared with increasing frequency in the international 
press over the course of the nineteenth century. Such depictions frequently imagined the 
Rothschilds as possessing immense girth. In one rendering, Rothschild is imagined as an 
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enormous swine, barely able to fit into the cart that two thin workers pull underneath a 
blazing sun. A third worker, scrawny and clad in rags, holds an umbrella solicitously over 
the hog’s head. The caption reads in French: “Quel gros cochon! Il est gras de notre 
maigreur.” Themes of parasitism inform the depiction as Rothschild is imagined as 
swollen with the natural resources he has greedily obtained at the expense of the gaunt 
and hungering working class. The representation of Rothschild as a pig not only 
underscores his gluttonous and avaricious nature but also furthers the long-standing 
iconographic tradition of the Judensau—the depiction of the Jew in depraved association 
with the pig, the taboo animal whose consumption is forbidden to the Jews by their 
dietary law.279 
 
Figure 7: A Rothschild, Le Roi Des Grinches. Source: Eduard Fuchs, Die Juden in Der Karikatur: Ein 
Beitrag Zur Kulturgeschichte (München: Langen, 1921).  
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In a more sinister caricature from 1848/9, the critique of the Rothschild appetite 
extends further into the realm of fantasy of Weltjudentum. Entitled Die Generalpumpe, 
the depiction imagines Rothschild directing the world financial and political markets, 
with the seat of his power residing in his stomach.280 Indeed, Rothschild has swallowed 
the globe itself, the round contours of which constitute the outline of his enormous belly. 
The protuberance of the fat belly functions metonymically here as an indicator of his 
gluttonous appetite, although now the gluttony is interpreted as a drive for power and 
money rather than for food per se. Thus the charge of Jewish avarice is depicted via a 
fascinating conflation of alimentary and economic images—the hungry capitalist who has 
literally devoured the world in an attempt to satiate his appetite for power on the one 
hand, and the streams of gold which burst forth from his stomach area and make his 
domination of the other subjects represented in the drawing possible on the other. 
 
Figure 8: Die Generalpumpe. 
The final image under consideration does not concern the Rothschilds but 
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nevertheless depicts the notion of Jewish appetite in arresting fashion. The crude 
caricature from 1820, entitled “Israelchen had einen Ducaten verschluckt,” depicts a boy 
squatting on a table above a chamber pot. The caption sums up the predicament in half-
German, half-Yiddish: “Das kleine Israelchen bemerkt wie sein Tate Baruch eine so 
große Liebe für das Gold hat. Der Knabe denkt: “Es muss doch seyn ebbes delicates um 
einen Ducaten! Er kommt über der Eltern Casse, sieht Ducaten, nimmt, leckt und—
verschlukt einen!—O wai geschrien!” The exact moment portrayed takes place as Israel, 
after his father has administered a laxative orally and his mother an enema anally, finally 
succeeds in excreting the coin—“das Geldsöhnchen läßt sie nicht länger warten!”  
 
Figure 9: Israelchen hat einen Ducaten verschluckt. Source: Peter Dittmar, Die Darstellung der Juden 
in der populären Kunst zur Zeit der Emanzipation (München: K.G. Sauer, 1993) 
Had he seen the caricature, Freud would likely have had much to say about it. 
Rich in psychoanalytic themes—the association of excrement, babies and money on the 




other—the image explicitly construes the Jewish attraction to money as a form of oral 
appetite.281 The striking neologism “Geldsöhnchen” also evokes Freud’s theory of 
totemism. Freud defined the totem as an animal, plant or mineral substance that functions 
as the ancestor spirit of a particular clan.282 The totem stands in a taboo relationship to the 
clan. Whereas members are strictly forbidden under normal circumstances to kill or eat 
the animal, they do precisely this at the totem meal, when the totem is sacrificed and 
consumed in an act of ritual commensality. By eating the animal, the clan establishes a 
sacred bond between itself and the totem, confirming a blood-kinship based on identity of 
substance.283 In the caricature, a similar play of themes is at work. The son of Israel, 
“Israelchen,” declares his blood-kinship with his totem, the golden coin, by licking and 
ingesting it, and subsequently produces via excretion a new link in the line of inheritance, 
the “Geldsöhnchen.” One might argue, then, that the coin functions as an emblem for 
Mammon, the god of wealth and presumed totem spirit of the Jews with whom they 
declare their essential likeness.284 
 
Moses’ Hunger  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
281 The positing of a primitive, perverse orality (it is not insignificant here that it is a child who ingests the 
coin) is reminiscent of Freud’s theory of the first, cannibalistic oral stage of infantile sexual development, 
which could explain why the	  child desires to orally incorporate the material substance which his father so 
loves. Sigmund Freud, Drei Abhandlungen der Sexualtheorie (Leipzig-Wien: Franz Deuticke, 1910). 
 
282 Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo: Some Points of Agreement between the Mental Lives of Savages and 
Neurotics, trans. James Strachey (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 1989), 4-7. 
 
283 Freud, see 164-174 on the totem meal.  
 




 These nineteenth century developments on the theme of Jewish appetite inform 
the characterization of Der Hungerpastor’s anti-hero, Moses Freudenstein, in intriguing 
ways. Moses, recall, is the childhood friend of the novel’s protagonist Hans Unwirrsch. 
Born in the same night as Hans in a house directly across from the Unwirrsch home, 
Moses comes of age in similarly modest circumstances to his neighbor and yearns to rise 
above the lowly station of his birth. Ridiculed by the other children of Neustadt for being 
a Jew, Moses makes Hans’ acquaintance when the latter defends him from a group of 
these children. From then on, the two follow a similar path that leads from their years of 
study in Gymnasium to their departure for the nearest university town and the completion 
of their studies there. Upon this point, Moses immediately sets off for Paris where he 
converts to Catholicism, assumes the new name Theophile Stein and makes a reputation 
for himself as a brilliant dialectician and man-about-town. It is only at this juncture that 
Moses and Hans’ paths irrevocably diverge, although the narrator makes clear that 
despite the similarities of their upbringing, the two childhood friends were always of 
radically different constitutions: “Licht und Schatten sind nicht so verschieden wie das, 
was durch die Seelen von Hans Unwirrsch und Moses Freudenstein zog” (122).  
 The explication of this categorical difference in the characters of Hans and Moses 
occurs in the text via the hunger trope, which is functionalized to offer insight into the 
opposing constitutions of hero and anti-hero. The very first sentences of the novel 
establish a dichotomy of hunger that becomes pivotal to the subsequent characterization 
of both protagonist and antagonist:   
Vom Hunger will ich in diesem schönen Buche handeln, von dem, was er bedeutet, was er 
will und was er vermag. Wie er für die Welt im ganzen Schiwa und Wischnu, Zerstörer und 
Erhalter in einer Person ist, kann ich freilich nicht auseinandersetzen, denn das ist die Sache 
der Geschichte; aber schildern kann ich, wie er im einzelnen zerstörend und erhaltend wirkt 





In the course of the novel, the respective hungers of both hero and anti-hero will come to 
fulfill the destructive and preservative prophecy of these opening lines. How does Moses’ 
appetite distinguish itself from Hans’ hunger, however? I have already argued that the 
text codes Hans’ hunger as beneficial and ultimately transformative. How in contrast 
does the novel gloss Moses’ hunger as corrosive and finally contemptible? In order to 
understand the specific nature of Moses’ hunger, which can be interpreted schematically 
moreover in the more general terms of Jewish appetite, it is necessary to analyze its 
metamorphosis over the course of Moses’ development from boyhood to adulthood. 
 The novel’s depiction of Moses Freudenstein’s early years is conducted along 
ostensibly similar lines to its parallel portrayal of Hans Unwirrsch’s youth. As in the case 
of Hans, Moses’ childhood is described chiefly via reference to his hunger. Raised in the 
metaphorical and literal darkness of his father’s basement junkshop, Moses comes of age, 
like Hans, in dark and lowly realms: “[er] führte eine dunkle, klägliche Existenz in der 
halb-unterirdischen Wohnung seines Vaters…Es wohnten seltsame Leute in dem Keller, 
Leute, die auch ihren Hunger hatten und ihn nach Kräften zu befriedigen suchten” (42-
43). Themes of topography and light thus inflect the characterization of the Freudenstein 
home, the inhabitants of the dank basement and their troglodyte-like existence, and the 
nature of their primitive hunger. Described as “ein kränkliches, mageres, jämmerliches 
Stück Menschheit” (29), Moses spends the first years of his life withstanding the physical 
and verbal attacks of his peers and nurturing, spurred on by his embittered and vengeful 
father Samuel, an intense desire to someday take revenge on his tormentors. 
 As I pointed out in my earlier discussion of the novel’s protagonist, a critical 




from the realm of the material and towards the realm of “das Ideal” for the first time (91). 
This moment takes place when Hans sets aside his yearning for “Butterbrode und 
Kuchenstücke” (33) and experiences two new sensations instead—love for a 
neighborhood girl, and even more significantly a wild Leselust, which the novel then 
glosses as a hunger for knowledge. An analogous transition occurs in the same 
developmental stage of Moses’ boyhood, with however a key difference. The relevant 
passages concern a speech that Moses’ father gives to his son on the importance of study: 
Lerne, daß dir schwitzet der Kopf, Moses….Wenn se dir hinhalten an Stück Kuchen und 
an Buch, so laß den Kuchen und nimm das Buch. Wenn du was kannst, kannste dich 
wehren, brauchste dich nicht lassen zu treten, kannste an großer Mann werden und 
brauchst dich zu fürchten vor keinem, und den Kuchen wirst du auch dazu bekommen. Se 
werden dir ihn geben müssen, ob se wollen oder nicht (60). 
 
The statement is telling. Like the description of Hans’ turn to study, it codes the hunger 
for physical and intellectual nourishment in terms of a conflict, where the quest for the 
latter is valued far more affirmatively than the pursuit of the former. In the case of Moses, 
however, the quest for knowledge is instrumentalized. Unlike Hans, knowledge is not the 
ultimate object of Moses’ hunger, but rather the material satisfaction that the gains of 
knowledge bring—power, status, and then finally “Kuchen dazu.” Unlike the trajectory 
of Hans’ hunger, then, which becomes increasingly and finally exclusively metaphorical 
over the course of the novel, Samuel’s speech to Moses provides the first indication that 
the Jewish boy’s appetite will not transcend its crude, material and childlike state as the 
youth develops from boy to man. 
 Moses takes his father’s advice and begins a promising academic career, excelling 
at the local Gymasium and intimidating his classmates with his “schnelle Fassungsgabe 
[und] treffliches Gedächtnis” (73). His brilliance does not stem from passion for the 




as to be described as “lächerlich, närrisch” (123), Moses’ “scharf und nüchtern” pursuit 
of excellence is characterized in contrast as a kind of cold calculation. If not knowledge, 
then, what is the true object of Moses’ hunger? At different points in the novel, there is a 
suggestion of the epicurean tendencies of the aptly named Moses Freudenstein. The 
narrator describes for example how upon beginning his university studies and thanks to 
an unexpected inheritance, Moses sets up an apartment in elegant and luxurious fashion: 
“Moses Freudenstein entwickelte in den meisten Dingen des äußern Lebens einen guten 
Geschmack, zeigte sich den feinen Genüssen des Daseins in keiner Weise abgeneigt, 
richtete sich in seinem Eckzimmer am Domplatz sehr elegant ein und setzte den guten 
Hans durch die über Nacht ihm angeflogene Lebenserfahrung nicht wenig in Erstaunen” 
(126). Describing this change as a metamorphosis—Hans wonders at the “recht hübscher, 
bundfarbiger, munterer, epikureischer Schmetterling” that Moses has become (126)—the 
text indicates that it is these “feine Genüsse” that constitute the object of Moses’ appetite. 
In later stages of Moses’ development, these epicurean tendencies become more 
pronounced. Years after Moses and Hans have parted ways, they reencounter each other 
coincidentally. Moses, now Theophile Stein, invites Hans to visit him in his private 
dwellings. Knocking on the door, Hans hears the voice of a French woman and is deeply 
flustered when she opens the door and invites him into Moses’ quarters. He enters the 
room:  
Im reichsten Maße entfaltete Moses Freudenstein den Luxus des gebildeten Mannes. Die 
Unordnung, die in dem Gemache herrschte, war nur scheinbar; jedes Möbel stand da, wo es 
stehen mußte, um zur Bequemlichkeit beizutragen. Bei einem zweiten Blick schüttelte der 
gute Hans freilich den Kopf; manches gefiel ihm bei näherer Betrachtung doch nicht ganz, 
einige Bilder und Statuetten erregten sogar seine höchste Mißbilligung;--die Reste eines 
üppigen Frühstücks auf dem Tische beunruhigten sein Schicklichkeitsgefühl viel weniger 





Earthly delights, in the form of an opulent breakfast, fancy furniture, a figure of Venus, 
and of course the French girl Moses is entertaining in his room constitute here some of 
the various objects of his desire. 
 One has to wonder if Raabe’s portrayal of Moses was at least partially inspired by 
Heinrich Heine. In addition to the direct mention in the text of Heine and the parallels in 
biography—birth to a Jewish family, conversion to Christianity and ultimate residence in 
Paris—the depiction of Moses as a Jewish epicurean certainly calls Heine to mind. 
Further, the description of Moses’ intellectual pursuits strongly evokes the case of Heine. 
His study of Hegel, for example, corresponds to Heine’s engagement with Hegelian 
philosophy throughout his lifetime. At university, moreover, Moses becomes famous for 
the dissertation he writes: “Zu Anfang desselben Semesters schrieb Moses eine famose 
Doktordissertation über die ‘Materie als Moment des Göttlichen’ und verteidigte seine 
Meinungen darüber, indem er die These allmählich umdrehte und das Göttliche zu einem 
Moment der Materie machte” (133). The Hegelian influence is certainly present here, as 
is the enigmatic reference to terms that Heine was frequently apt to employ and to a 
thesis he would likely have supported. In actuality, however, although Moses is 
characterized as a materialist throughout the novel, it is very important to distinguish 
between the brand of materialism with which he is associated and that kind of 
materialism which Heine described and embraced. Heine, it bears emphasizing, chose the 
term sensualism over materialism in delineating his defense of matter, perhaps to avoid 
some of the more negative connotations and historical dimensions of the term. As he 
construed it, sensualism carried on the inherited viewpoint of pantheistic traditions which 




elements of the natural world, including the human body. Moses’ materialism, however, 
is described as of a very different nature, as in fact a kind of rational, dry, sober egoism. 
Characterized as “der kleine, scharfe, semitische Dialektiker” (54), Moses is repeatedly 
portrayed not as a nature enthusiast or “Schwärmer”—that distinction goes to Hans in the 
novel—but rather as an icy intellect with a cold, calculating heart: “Je mehr Wissen er 
aufhäufte, desto kälter wurde sein Herz; mit höhnischem Spott erdrosselte er den letzten 
Rest warmer Phantasie, der ihm geblieben war. Nicht Werkzeug zum Nutzen und Genuß 
für sich und die Welt schuf er; Waffen, nur Waffen gegen die Welt schmiedete er” (88). 
This is not the nature-worshipping Heine and his sensual embrace of “Materie”—it is an 
entirely different conception that is framed as a kind of cold rationalism and egoism, a 
major term in the novel and in the historical context vis-à-vis Jewish economic behavior.  
 Ultimately, the most important clue to understanding the nature and object of 
Moses’ hunger lies in a critical scene in the novel that depicts a turning point in his life. 
Significantly, it is a Tischszene, albeit a highly unusual one, that takes place the day 
Moses completes his Gymnasium studies. Having taken first place in the examinations, 
Moses comes home to inform his father of his success. Having expected and anticipated 
the good news, Samuel has chosen this moment to reveal to his son the secret he has been 
keeping from him his whole life—namely, the surprisingly large fortune he has amassed 
throughout the years and set aside to pave the way for Moses’ future. Samuel 
communicates the news in arresting fashion, by piling stacks of coins, bundles of 
documents and heaps of gold high upon the table. The sight of the money causes Moses 
to lose his composure entirely: 
“Bei allen albernen Göttern, Vater, was habt Ihr angefangen heute morgen? Gold? Gold 
über Gold? Was ist das? Was soll das? Mein Gott, woher—“ Er brach ab und beugte sich 




wenigstens, völlig über den Haufen. “Dein! Dein! Alles dein!” rief der Vater. Der Alter war 
wieder zu dem Wandschrank gesprungen und warf noch einige klirrende Beutel auf den 
schwarzen Fußboden und noch einige Bündel Dokumente auf den Tisch. Seine Augen 
glühten wie im Fieber. “Gewaffnet bist du und gerüstet, nun hebe dein Haupt. Iß, wenn du 
bist hungrig, und greife nach allem, wonach der Sinn dir steht” (108-9). 
 
As in the case of the mid-nineteenth century iconographic depictions of Jewish appetite 
under consideration in the previous section, the passage shows a fascinating 
interpenetration of semantic fields. Whereas the site of the scene remains the table and 
thus retains the reference to physical hunger and alimentary themes, it is money rather 
than food that constitutes the table offering in the Freudenstein household. Transposed 
into the table scene instead of food, gold is revealed as the ultimate object of Moses’ 
appetite. In a moment that evokes the caricature of the young Israelchen and his worship 
of the gold coin, Moses stands in a trance before the money-laden table, as if before a 
sacrificial altar. The reference to sacrifice is particularly apt in this context, moreover, for 
the scene does not lack a victim. Unfortunately for Samuel, who construes his years of 
working and saving a metaphorical sacrifice he has made on behalf of his son, Moses 
takes the intended sacrifice quite literally. In a maneuver that the text does not clearly 
explain, Moses brings upon the death of his father that very night so that he may gain 
immediate access to his inheritance. The narrator attributes the act of sacrifice to “den 
Hunger, den schrecklichen Hunger, von welchem Moses Freudenstein gepeinigt, verzehrt 
wurde! Zwischen dem Mahl und dem Hungrigen stand ein überflüssiges Etwas—das 
Leben eines alten Mannes” (111). 
 It must be acknowledged that many of the hunger references in Raabe’s novel are 
pedantic and excessive. The image of the Jew Moses Freudenstein standing reverently 
before a money-laden table qua altar is, however, truly striking. The narrator relates 
das Bild Moses Freudensteins, wie er…mit unterschlagenen Armen vor dem so reich 




Fingerspitzen über einige der aufgezählten Goldreihen, und ein leises Zittern ging dabei 
durch seinen Körper….Von diesem Augenblick liefen tausend dunkle Fäden in die 
Zukunft hinaus; was dunkel in Moses’ Seele war, wurde von diesem Augenblick an noch 
dunkler, heller wurde nichts; der Egoismus richtete sich dräuend empor und streckte 
hungrige Polypenarme aus, um damit die Welt zu umfassen” (109-110).   
 
Those commentators who have discounted the relevance of Moses’ Jewishness for the 
characterization of the figure in the novel fail to appreciate the remarkable manner in 
which his portrayal dialogues with nineteenth century imaginations of the alleged Jewish 
appetite for money. With its use of the term “Egoismus,” the passage adheres closely to 
contemporary constructions of Jewish economic behavior as a form of crass self-interest, 
such as can be found in Marx’s Zur Judenfrage. In the imagination of Moses worshipping 
to an altar of money, moreover, the text participates in a broader discourse by which the 
blood libel was secularized in the mid-nineteenth century to refer to the Jewish 
veneration of money and extortion of the metaphorical blood of Christians—e.g. the 
sweat and tears of their hard labor. Finally, in its imagination of Moses’ hungry octopus 
arms stretching out to envelop the world, the text anticipates the terms and even the 
precise iconography by which the notion of Weltjudentum was construed towards the end 
of the nineteenth century. Indeed, the most frequent iconographic trend used to illustrate 
copies of the Elders of Zion, published first in 1903, imagined a stereotypically drawn 
Jew—a Moses Freudenstein for the twentieth century—with hungry octopus arms of his 









Jewish Mealtimes in the German and Austrian Fin de Siècle 
 
In the German and Austrian fin de siècle, a pervasive sense of “end” informed the 
contemporary discourse on the so-called Jewish question. On the one hand, observers 
characterized Jewish assimilation in positive if not ironic terms as a form of evolutionary 
progress or social Darwinism, inflecting the traditional narrative of the journey out of the 
ghetto and into civil society with the logic of modern science (see Figure 11). On the 
other hand, critics of modern Jewry applied stock terms of degeneration to describe 
German and Austrian Jews as physically weak, morally corrupt, sexually licentious and 
culturally decadent. What united the two positions was the sense that German and 
Austrian Jews had reached a decisive endpoint in the trajectory of their history. 
Nevertheless, opinions were divided as to whether this endpoint should be viewed as an 
apex or a nadir, as the pinnacle of progress or the mire of decay. In this chapter, I 
consider a trio of Jewish fictions written around the turn of the twentieth century by 
Jewish and non-Jewish authors alike—Theodor Herzl’s Altneuland (1902), Thomas 
Mann’s Wälsungenblut (1905), and Arnold Zweig’s Ritualmord in Ungarn (1914). In my 
examination of these fictions, I show how all three texts engage the idea of “end” in 
responding to the Jewish question of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Vienna, 
Berlin and the village of Tiszaeszlár respectively. The texts all commence with the same 
premise, namely that the state of European Jewry has become untenable. While the novel, 
novella and play thus share a common point of departure, they nevertheless differ 




Austro-Hungarian and German Jewry at the close of the century. Indeed, all three texts 
juxtapose a pervasive sense of end with equally resonant and related tropes of beginnings, 
origins and rebirths, but they do so to very different effect. In what follows, I examine 
how Herzl, Zweig and Mann entertain the notion of beginnings as a way out of the 
quagmire of the fin-de-siècle Jewish question. I argue that while Herzl and Zweig identify 
a beginning after the end for the Jews, in the rebirth of the people through the Zionist 
project, Mann locates a beginning for his Jewish protagonists before the end, in a 
primitivist fantasy of return to origins that resurrects the myth of the primal Jew. The 
Jewish table comprises in all three texts a key site for the exploration of these fantasies. 
In both Altneuland and Ritualmord in Ungarn, it is in a table scene that the problematic 
of each text is expressed—a soulless Viennese dinner party in the former case and a 
chilling scene of ritual murder in the latter. In Wälsungenblut, in contrast, a dignified 
family lunch provides the stage for the enactment of the text’s regressive fantasy. In all 
three cases, finally, the table scene with its imagination of Jewish eating opens an 
important inroad into the study of the analogous constructions of Jewish sexuality and 





Figure 10: “Darwinistisches”: Wie sich der Chanukaleuchler des Ziegenfellhändlers Cohn in Pinne 
zum Christbaum des Kommerzienrats Conrad in der Tiegartenstraße (Berlin W.) entwickelte. 
Source: Jüdisches Museum Berlin. Via the logic of evolution, the illustration establishes a link between 
German Jewry in its ‘early’ unassimilated and ‘advanced’ assimilated state. A similar logic, I submit, 
inheres in the texts under consideration in this chapter. Note moreover that the Aarenhold family of Mann’s 
Wälsungenblut, like the Kommerzienrat Conrad, also lives in the Tiergarten district of Berlin. 
 
* * * 
Theodor Herzl and Arnold Zweig 
In Sickness and in Health: The Jewish Table in Herzl’s “Altneuland” 
An air of deep pessimism hangs over much of fin-de-siècle Austrian Jewish 
fiction. Theodor Herzl’s novel Altneuland (1902) provides one such gloomy example. As 
the novel commences, a young Jewish man named Friedrich Löwenberg sits in a 
coffeehouse “in tiefer Melancholie,” contemplating his options as an overeducated and 
understimulated member of the Jewish bourgeoisie.285 Taking stock of the room, all that 
he sees are other young Jewish men who share his predicament: “Um den Billiardtisch 
standen mit langen Stöcken und kühnen Stoßgeberden einige junge Leute. Die waren 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





nicht unvergnügt, obwohl sie sich in ähnlicher Lage befanden, wie er: es waren 
angehende Ärtze, neugebackene Doktoren der Rechte, absolvierte Techniker. Die 
höheren Studien hatten sie vollendet, und zu tun gab es nichts. Die meisten waren Juden” 
(6). In deft, quick strokes, the passage sketches a portrait of the social reality of fin-de-
siècle Viennese Jewry that closely corresponds to contemporary historical accounts. 
Steven Beller has shown through statistical analysis that the Viennese liberal educated 
class was predominantly Jewish at the turn of the century, with Jews making up a strong 
presence at the university, in the medical and legal professions, and above all the field of 
journalism.286 These educated Jewish liberals also assumed a leading role in the cultural 
elite, i.e. as both consumers and producers of Viennese musical, literary and artistic 
culture. At least one indication of the dominant role played by the Jews in the cultural 
world of Vienna was their frequent patronage of the coffeehouse—a fact to which the 
opening scene of Altneuland also attests.287 The narration recounts how Friedrich “setzte 
sich an den runden Lesetisch, trank seinen Kaffee, las alle Zeitungen durch, die ihm der 
Kellner beflissen brachte. Und wenn er mit den Tages- und Wochenzeitungen, 
Witzblättern und Fachjournalen fertig war…kamen die Gespräche mit Freunden oder die 
einsamen Träume” (5). 
The associative nexus established in the first scene of Altneuland between the 
Jew, the coffeehouse, and the coffeehouse activities of conversation and newspaper 
reading must be understood with reference to the broader imagination of Jewish 
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287 See Beller 40-42 for a discussion of the Jewish patronage of the coffeehouse. On the heavily Jewish 
character of the coffeehouse, see also Harold B. Segal, The Vienna Coffeehouse Wits, 1890-1938 (West 





sociability since the turn of the nineteenth century. An important correspondence exists 
between the early nineteenth century institution of the Berlin salon and the early 
twentieth century phenomenon of the Viennese coffeehouse.288 While neither was hosted 
nor visited exclusively by Jews, contemporary accounts nevertheless coded both as 
Jewish sociable spaces that involved moreover a particular type of Jew and a distinctive 
set of linguistic and cultural behaviors. The anti-assimilation discourse ca. 1800 mocked 
“der jüdische Elegant” who visited the tea table of the salon to ostentatiously demonstrate 
his Bildung in his knowledge of German literature, frequently however exposing his 
faulty command of the German language in the process. The turn of the twentieth century 
critique of Viennese Jewish sociable culture was conducted along remarkably parallel 
lines. In this case, however, the natural habitat of the Jew as cultural aspirant was the 
coffeehouse, and his distinctive linguistic behavior resided in the superficial, inauthentic 
quality of both his conversations and his newspaper readings throughout his coffeehouse 
visits. 
Perhaps no one made this affiliation of the Jew and the coffeehouse more explicit 
than Karl Kraus. In Heine und die Folgen (1910), Kraus updated the polemic attack on 
the Jewish “ästhetischer Teetisch” for the twentieth century. Just as the members of the 
Christian-German Tischgesellschaft had decried the institution of the salon for the 
corrosive Jewish and French influence it exerted on the German cultural sphere, Kraus 
too condemned the pernicious effects of the Jewish and French spirit on German culture, 
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in this case on the German language press. In Kraus’ analysis, it was the Jew Heine who 
had carried the seeds of the French feuilleton tradition like a contagious virus into the 
German cultural context: “Ohne Heine kein Feuilleton. Das ist die Franzosenkrankheit, 
die er uns eingeschleppt hat. Wie leicht wird man krank in Paris! Wie lockert sich die 
Moral des deutschen Sprachgefühls! Die französische gibt sich jedem Filou hin. Vor der 
deutschen Sprache muß einer schon ein ganzer Kerl sein, um sie herumzukriegen.”289 In a 
compact display of associative thinking, Kraus reinvigorated the century-old link 
between the French and the Jewish spirit with the fin-de-siècle themes of disease and 
sexual deviance. What distinguishes Kraus’ critique of Jewish coffeehouse sociability 
from the anti-assimilation polemic of the aesthetic tea table is thus not the essential 
contours of the attack but rather the injection of themes of Jewish physical and moral 
degeneracy into the discourse. 
The coffeehouse episode sets the tone for the first book of Altneuland—the only 
of the five books to take place in Vienna. It expresses a sense of fatalism as the young 
Friedrich Löwenberg casts his gaze around the insular milieu of the coffeehouse in vain 
in search of a potential future. The novel depicts him as in an advanced state of decay: 
prematurely aged, weary of life, and out of step with the natural progression of time: “Er 
war zu müde, neue Bekanntschaften zu schließen, als wäre er nicht dreiundzwanzig alt, 
sondern ein Greis gewesen, der schon zu oft hatte von lieben Leuten Abschied nehmen 
müssen” (6). In the second scene of the novel, Friedrich exchanges one site of Jewish 
sociability for another that only further deepens his sense of despair. The site in question 
is a dinner party hosted by the family of his erstwhile love Ernestine Löffler. A number 
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of details function to code the scene as a decadent site of Jewish assimilation. The guests, 
save Friedrich, are dressed in fine eveningwear; the women display their large 
diamonds.290 A gossipy dinner guest points out a prominent member of the party to 
Friedrich: “Das ist der Großspekulant Laschner, einer der bedeutendsten Börsianer. Der 
spielt Ihnen mit ein paar tausend Effekten wie gar nichts” (14). Meanwhile, Laschner’s 
wife sits in a corner “mit mehreren ebenfalls stark geputzten Damen, und sie sprachen 
leidenschaftlich von Hüten” (14). Non-Jewish servants serve courses over the clatter of 
dishes and silver, and the hostess reminds the guests not to discuss Jewish matters in their 
presence. Champagne toasts mark the conclusion of the evening, finally, when Mr. 
Löffler announces the engagement of his daughter Ernestine, the object of Friedrich’s 
affection, to a wealthy Jewish businessman many years her senior. 
The Löffler dinner party is depicted in the novel as a superficially refined yet 
ultimately crass affair, where champagne toasts supplant honest nutrition, the value of the 
dinner guests is weighed in their net worth, and the women distinguish themselves by the 
size of their diamonds and the expensiveness of their clothes. The origins of this 
particular imagination of Jewish sociability, as I have argued, may be dated to a precise 
point in time. Up until the mid-eighteenth century, the site of the Jewish table was 
associated primarily with the imagination of a humble, coarse cuisine and furthermore a 
host of crude, primitive behaviors. In the last two decades of the eighteenth century, 
however, the sociable practices of the Jewish salonnières resulted in a transformation of 
this imagination of the Jewish table. Beyond the salon, new forms of entertaining 
conducted by modernizing Jews in Berlin were also catching the attention of 
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contemporary observers. In the decades prior to the emergence of the Jewish salon, the 
Seven Years War (1754-1763) had brought tremendous wealth to a few prominent 
families of the Berlin Jewish community, some of whom purchased large homes in the 
wealthiest districts of Berlin and subsequently opened their doors to guests for dinner 
parties.291 The specter of this new Jewish lifestyle of elegance and sumptuousness did not 
go unnoticed. Karl Grattenauer cited the lavish dinner parties of the Berlin Jewish 
community in his anti-acculturation polemic: “Hat doch ein Jude zu B** alle Mienen 
springen lassen, Geschenke ausgespendet, und prächtige Festins gegeben, um das 
Tobaks-Monopol an sich zu reissen…”292 Grattenauer imagines Jewish sociability here as 
a form of cold materialistic calculation: the throwing of “prächtige Festins” is interpreted 
as a tactical strategy on the part of Jewish hosts to gain the upper hand in business. The 
trope of the elegant Jewish dinner party surfaced in other contexts as well. When Jacob, 
the Jewish protagonist of Karl Sessa’s infamous farce Unser Verkehr (1816), believes 
himself to have won the lottery, he daydreams along with his fiancée about the new 
elegant lifestyle they will now be able to lead: “Wer werden machen bruit mit unserm 
Reichthum, wer werden brilliren mit unserem Putz, wer werden machen glücklich mit 
unsre prächtige Festins, wer werden erregen den Neid mit unsern Pertenstonen!”293 Jacob 
too sees the event of the dinner party chiefly as an opportunity to display his wealth and 
finery and to elicit envy in his guests. Of course, his butchery of the German language, 
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with his Yiddish syntax and French malapropisms, undercuts any aspiration to societal 
success the crude young man might possess. 
As in the thematization of Jacob’s speech in Unser Verkehr, the Löffler dinner 
party scene too unfurls an expansive critique of Jewish spoken intercourse. Here the issue 
is not so much the incomplete mastery of High German as it is the inauthentic and 
superficial quality of Jewish sociable speech, for Friedrich experiences the dinner chiefly 
as an exercise in jaded small talk rather than an attempt at genuine conversation. The 
characterization of two guests in particular, “Grün and Blau,” constitute the focus of the 
critique.  
“Was? Sie kennen Grün und Blau nicht? Die zwei geistreichsten Menschen von Wien? 
Es gibt doch keine Gesellschaft, keine Hochzeit, keinen Polterabend, oder was immer, 
ohne Grün und Blau. Manche sagen, Grün ist der Geistreichere, manche sagen, Blau. 
Grün ist mehr auf Wortspiele eingerichtet, Blau macht sich mehr über die Leute 
lustig…In den besseren jüdischen Kreisen sind die zwei Herren sehr beliebt” (16).  
 
As in the opening scene of the novel that established a nexus between the Jew, the 
coffeehouse and the language of the coffeehouse, here too associative links are 
constructed between the sociable Jew, the sites of his sociability (“es gibt doch keine 
Gesellschaft, keine Hochzeit, keinen Polterabend…ohne Grün und Blau”) and the quality 
of his language. Grün offers ‘Wortspiele,’ Blau makes witty jokes at other people’s 
expense. Both are described, moreover, as “geistreich.” Remember that the adjective was 
a key term employed by Henriette Herz to describe her form of ‘higher sociablity’—
“geistreiche Geselligkeit”—that featured above all communicative exchange and 
intellectual stimulus (“geistige Förderung”). In the case of Grün and Blau, in contrast, the 
passage uses the term sardonically to cast aspersions on the quality of conversation these 
two Jewish gadflies bring to the party conversation. While Grün and Blau monopolize the 




dinner party raise a more sober topic of conversation. The cynical utterances of the two 
men are framed in an increasingly negative light as an old rabbi turns the conversation to 
the growth of a new movement in the last several years called Zionism. The dinner guests 
burst into titters and then roars of laughter: “Es war ein Lachen in allen Tonarten. Die 
Damen kicherten, die Herren brüllten und wieherten” (15). The description of this 
reaction problematizes not only the morality of the dinner guests—Friedrich reacts to 
their disrespect of the rabbi with horror—but also again their speech, as verbs borrowed 
from the semantic realm of animal behavior are employed to characterize the grotesque 
laughter of the dinner party. 
Due largely to its thematization of Jewish materialism and Jewish language, the 
scene of the Löffler dinner party may be understood as part of a continuum of a roughly 
one-hundred-year imagination of lavish yet crass practices of Jewish sociability. The 
scene further participates in this tradition in one additional way—namely, by injecting the 
issue of Jewish marriage politics into the mix. Indeed, the dinner party concludes with the 
announcement of the young Ernestine Löffler’s engagement to the wealthy businessman 
Mr. Weinberger. If Ernestine is young, “schlank, anmutreich” (13), Mr. Weinberg is 
“zudringlich,” with a decided squint and unpleasantly moist hands (“[er] schielte 
beträchtlich und [hatte] eine sehr feuchte Handfläche” 13). As the guests raise their 
glasses to toast the engagement, Friedrich curses the materialism of the family that has 
led to the arrangement of this marriage of convenience: “Seit vierzehn Tagen erst kannte 
[Weinberger] die Holde, und er durfte seine schwitzende Hand auf ihren Leib legen. 
Welch ein ekelhafter Handel. Es war der Zusammenbruch einer feinen Illusion. Der 




für Vergnügen und Vorteil Sinn hatte, war Geld alles” (22-23). Friedrich condemns 
Jewish sexual ethics as no more than a callous business matter, where the Jewish father 
sells his attractive daughter to the highest bidder. He also regards the union as a sexually 
depraved affair, imagining Weinberger with his sweaty palms as a licentious pervert and 
condemning Ernestine’s sexual morality as well.294 Again, the echo from the early 
nineteenth century context bears emphasizing—for the Jewish salons were arguably most 
well known for the marriages of convenience they too produced, although the 
arrangement in such cases was typically between a Jewish woman and a Christian man 
and concerned a tradeoff of Jewish capital and noble prestige. Like the world-weary 
Werner of Ludwig Tieck’s Die Theegesellschaft (1796), who sees his beloved Julie 
matched by her machinating uncle with a cash-poor but status-rich nobleman, Friedrich 
experiences a sense of profound disgust at the crass motives and cold calculation that has 
informed the choice of Weinberger as Ernestine’s mate. 
 If the coffeehouse episode provides the arena in the novel for the expression of 
Friedrich’s professional despair, the Löffler dinner party scene articulates his profound 
social and romantic disillusionment. It constitutes the final attempt of the young 
protagonist to come to terms with his immediate social milieu and marks his definitive 
goodbye to the stifling and sickening climate of Jewish sociability. Fatally disappointed 
and contemplating suicide, Friedrich leaves the party and remembers an intriguing 
advertisement that he read in the newspaper that morning. “Gesucht wird ein gebildeter 
und verzweifelter junger Mann, der bereit ist, mit seinem Leben ein letztes Experiment zu 
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machen” (24). Here the novel introduces an improbable conceit that, while undermining 
the credibility of the plot, nevertheless provides its protagonist with a clear exit strategy 
from Vienna. Friedrich answers the ad and meets the acquaintance of an old English 
misanthrope, Kingscourt, who has decided to leave the ranks of human society and sail to 
a desert island, seeking only one individual for companionship.295 Friedrich decides 
immediately to join the project: “Mich bindet nichts. Ich stehe ganz allein in der Welt und 
habe das Leben vollkommen satt” (37). Setting sail on midnight on New Year’s Eve of 
1902, the men drink a toast to the end of time as they know it: “Verrecke, Zeit! Ich lehre 
mein Glas auf deinen Tod” (56). The theme of end is articulated in the clearest of terms 
as the text stages Friedrich’s symbolic death in his departure from Vienna, his final 
goodbye to the city and his escape from the quagmire of Jewish life there as manifested 
in the Löffler dinner party scene. 
 The remaining books of Altneuland take place twenty years after the Vienna 
scenes and recount the development of Friedrich Löwenberg from a pessimistic youth to 
a physically, morally and spiritually improved man committed to the project of Jewish 
renewal in Palestine in the early 1920s. For if Friedrich and his traveling companion 
drink to their symbolic death on New Year’s Eve of 1902, they are reborn two decades 
later in a fantastical twist in this utopian novel. Now actually an aged man with silver 
threads visible on his temples, Friedrich reappears on the scene as he and his traveling 
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companion plan a short trip back from their beloved desert island to human society. Their 
travels take them to Palestine, and it is here, in 1923, that Friedrich witnesses the fruits of 
the Zionist movement as imagined by Herzl writing twenty years earlier. Although time 
has stood still for the novel’s protagonist, it has marched on for the Jewish men and 
women who have traveled to the shores of Palestine to resettle the Jewish people. The 
language of rebirth, of new beginnings, is invoked again and again throughout this 
second part of the novel.296 There are too many examples to recount, but to name just a 
few: the description of Jerusalem, for example, as “eine Stadt verjüngter Regsamkeit und 
Pracht. Einst war Jerusalem tot, jetzt war es auferstanden” (271); the characterization of 
the settlement of Palestine in terms of a “neue Gesellschaft,” and significantly, 
Friedrich’s own sense of renewal as he becomes inspired by the New Society and by the 
promise of a return to life: “In ihm wallten Hoffnungen auf. Er fühlte sich plötzlich 
verjüngt, er sah ein neues Leben vor sich auftauchen” (170). The theme of youth is 
further inflected with the rhetoric of health and vitality. Friedrich’s tour guide contrasts 
the fit physical state of Jewish children living in this new society with their former sickly 
selves: “Einst waren die Judenkinder bleich, schwach und scheu. Sehen Sie sie heute 
an!...Wir haben sie aus dumpfen Kellerlöchern, Elendhütten, Proletarierstuben an das 
Licht gebracht. Pflanzen gehen ohne Sonne zugrunde, Menschen auch” (88). In this 
respect, the novel participates in a tradition of imagining both Jewish de- and 
regeneration as matters of not only moral but also physical health. 
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 The Zionist rhetoric of health in its call for physical and moral Jewish renewal is 
by now a well-studied topic, and I do not wish to repeat the work of other studies here.297 
Rather, I want to draw attention to the literary means by which the novel articulates this 
imagination of Jewish rebirth and renewal. The sense of rejuvenation Friedrich 
experiences during his stay in Palestine reaches its apogee in the Passover Seder he 
attends in the fourth book of the novel. Via a series of closely drawn correspondences, 
the Seder and the Löffler dinner party mirror each other in the novel as mealtime portraits 
of sickness and health. The Löffler dinner party takes place in the city of Vienna, on the 
second floor of a large building in the Gonzagagasse that also houses the Löffler family 
textile firm. While the street name inscribes the house literally in the Jewish topography 
of Vienna, the depiction of the dinner marks the home figuratively as a site of decadent 
Viennese Jewish sociability.298 The Passover Seder, in contrast, takes place in a villa in 
the blooming countryside of Tiberias. The description of the view evokes a sense of open 
space and vitalism. “Und überall ein Grünen und Blühen, eine junge duftende Welt“ 
(177).  This botanic language of propagation and reproduction finds a counterweight in 
the Passover scene in the resurrection of Friedrich’s virility. At the Löffler dinner party, 
Friedrich sees his romantic hopes dashed as the object of his affection is perversely 
paired off with a wealthy suitor. It is only twenty years later at the Passover Seder, in 
contrast, that he takes the first steps to making a new and healthy love match. The woman 
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in question is an ardent but modest Zionist pioneer, Mirjam, who encourages him to 
remain in Palestine and pursue his spiritual growth. Friedrich explicitly contrasts Mirjam 
and Ernestine as exemplary figures of healthy and diseased morality:  
Und dieses anmutige, edle Mädchen Mirjam, ernsteren Pflichten ergeben, als es vormals 
der Brauch gewesen in reichen, jüdischen Häusern. Nach langen Jahren zum erstenmal 
mußte er wieder an Ernestine Löffler, die er so töricht geliebt, und die ihm den Abschied 
vom Leben so leicht gemacht hatte. Ob wohl Mirjam auch fähig wäre, eine solche Ehe 
einzugehen, wie einst Ernestine?...Nein, das war ein anderes Mädchen, und das waren 
andere Menschen als die im widerwärtigen Löfflerschen Kreise (92).  
 
Standing next to Miriam and gazing into the verdant landscape before the commencement 
of the Seder, Friedrich makes a first attempt to recover his heterosexual impulse by 
gently pressing Mirjam’s hand.299  
 Finally, the Passover scene marks a return to not only healthy patterns of Jewish 
sexual but also spoken intercourse. The critique of Viennese Jewish speech at the Löffler 
party finds its counterweight in the Passover scene in Palestine as Friedrich listens to the 
Seder participants reciting the Hebrew text of the Haggadah. He experiences an 
overwhelming sensation of emotion as he hears the Hebrew language for the first time in 
years. His return to life reaches a climax as he himself utters the words of the Four 
Questions: 
Einer war an dem Sedertische, der sprach die hebräischen Worte der Hagadah mit der 
Inbrunst eines Heimgekehrten. Ihm war es ein Wiederfinden und manchmal schnürte ihm 
Rührung die Kehle zu, daß er sich zusammennehmen mußte, um nicht laut 
aufzuschluchzen. Bald dreißig Jahre waren es her, daß er selbst als Knabe das “Mah 
nischtaneh” gefragt hatte. Dann war die “Aufklärung” gekommen, die Loslösung von 
allem Jüdischen und endlich logisch der Sprung ins Leere, da er gar keinen Halt mehr im 
Leben besaß. An diesem Seder kam er sich vor wie der verlorene Sohn (204). 
 
The temporal dimensions of the passage deserve consideration. Friedrich reads the course 
of modern Jewish history as a march to nowhere, “der Sprung ins Leere,” with the 
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Enlightenment leading to the loss of Jewish identity and ultimately his own personal 
crisis (“da er keinen Halt mehr im Leben besaß”). The Seder interrupts this trajectory and 
Friedrich’s own inexorable path to death. In the Passover Seder, an exercise in Jewish 
collective memory that invokes both the past and future of the Jews via the present 
performance of a ritual meal, Friedrich miraculously recovers his own individual 
memory—the knowledge of his childhood Hebrew and more broadly, the rediscovery of 
his Jewishness. 
Confronting the sense of end presented by the waning years of the nineteenth 
century and in particular the mood of despondency, fatalism and despair prevalent in 
Austrian Jewry, Altneuland thus responds by imagining a new beginning after this 
seeming dead end—in the proposal of Palestine and the Jewish state as a way out of the 
mire of Jewish degeneration. Rejecting a fatalistic notion of Jewish decadence, Herzl 
envisions the Zionist project as a rebirth, a restoration of the physical, moral, spiritual and 
linguistic health of the Jewish people. Relevant for the purposes of my broader argument 
are the ways in which the novel stages both the problem and solution of the fin-de-siècle 
Jewish question at and around the site the Jewish table. If it is the Löffler dinner party 
that expresses the key problematic of the text—the hopeless state of the assimilated 
liberal Jewish class of Vienna at the turn of the century—it is the Passover Seder that 
resolves the predicament of the rootless, despairing modern Jew by returning him to the 
ancient Jewish language of Hebrew and the ancient Jewish home of Palestine. The two 
meals bookend each other in the novel like distorted mirrors, reflecting the text’s 





The “Bluttisch” Deconstructed: The Blood Libel in “Ritualmord in Ungarn” 
Upon first glance, Arnold Zweig’s Ritualmord in Ungarn might appear to have 
little in common with Theodor Herzl’s Altneuland. The play, published in 1914 but set in 
1882-3, is a dramatization of the Tiszaeszlár blood libel: the events leading up to an 
accusation of ritual murder in the Hungarian village in Spring 1882, the arrest and 
imprisonment of several members of the local Jewish community, and the 1883 trial that 
concluded with the exoneration of the accused men. Nevertheless, there is much to 
recommend a comparative look at the play and the novel. Both Ritualmord in Ungarn 
and Altneuland were written by committed Zionists who were deeply shaken by the anti-
Semitic trials of the late nineteenth century—in Herzl’s case, the Dreyfus affair, and in 
Zweig’s of course the Tiszaeszlár case.300 Both texts frame the condition of modern 
European Jewry in terms of a crisis and posit the return to Palestine as the solution to this 
crisis, although Zweig’s play does so in less explicit fashion than Herzl’s novel. What 
obscures these basic similarities of theme and message are questions of place, time and 
character. Whereas Altneuland takes place in the city of Vienna of 1902 and concerns 
highly assimilated Western Austrian Jews, Ritualmord in Ungarn is situated in the village 
of Tiszaeszlár, in the northeastern region of the Hungarian plain, and relates the 
calamitous events that befall the local Jewish population there. These are not the clean-
shaven, witty Jews of Herzl’s Vienna. The first two Jews that appear in the play carry 
“Hausierpäcke,” making their socioeconomic status as poor peddlers immediately 
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visible.301 One is described as “ein älterer Mann, mit dem Kaftan bekleidet, hohe Stiefel 
an den Beinen, mit grauem Bart und Schläfenlocken” (10). The clothes, beard and side 
curls of the man mark him semiotically as a traditional, unassimilated Jew. The activity in 
which the two men are engaged, moreover, points to their dire economic and social 
condition. Fishing for their Shabbat dinner along the banks of the Theiß river, one 
laments to the other: “Schwarze Tage, Reb Jizchok Leim! Die Bauern hetzen die Hunde, 
und die Knechte werfen mit Erdbrocken” (11). The second man replies: “Sind doch 
wenigstens keine Steine, und die Theiß hat Fische genug für Freitagabend. Man muß 
zufrieden sein” (11).  
If a mood of despair infuses the opening segments of Ritualmord in Ungarn as it 
does the first book of Altneuland, it is a very different sense of desperation that the play 
articulates. Poverty, persecution and basic exigency constitute the quagmire faced by the 
Jewish community of Tiszaeszlár. In many ways, the relation between the Jews of 
Ritualmord in Ungarn and Altneuland can be elucidated via Steven Aschheim’s well-
known distinction of the Kravatjude and the Kaftanjude, or of the modern Western and 
traditional Eastern European Jew.302 Aschheim has argued that an evolutionary logic 
informed the relationship of these “new” and “old” Jews, as the Western Jews 
simultaneously scorned and idealized their Eastern counterparts as “Urjuden,” living 
embodiments of the Jewish ghetto past and mirrors into their originary selves.303 
Considered from this perspective, the Jews of Zweig’s play and Herzl’s novel mirror one 
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another in an intriguing relationship of old and new, in the imagination of European 
Jewry in both an ‘early’ and ‘advanced’ state. If Altneuland expresses the predicament of 
the ‘new Jew’ at the decadent end of his assimilationist trajectory, Ritualmord in Ungarn 
articulates the plight of the ‘old Jew’ subject to the age-old anti-Jewish forces of violence 
and false accusation. 
As Friedrich Löwenberg sails off from Vienna at midnight on New Year’s Eve, he 
drinks a toast to the end of time as he knows it. In different but related fashion, Zweig’s 
dramatization of the Tiszaeszlár blood libel also engages with eschatological themes. 
Framing the events of the 1882 ritual murder accusation are scenes that take place 
“außerhalb des irdischen Raumes [und] außerhalb der irdischen Zeit” (5) and that involve 
extended exchanges between God (Elohim) and Satan (Semael). Like the two Jews who 
lament the “schwarze Tage” of the contemporary age in the second scene of the play, 
Elohim and Semael too agree on the peril in which the modern world finds itself; as 
Elohim says in his first utterance, “Ich sehe die Glorie meines Hauptes in ihrer 
Verbannung” (7). The two differ nonetheless in their predictive visions for the future. 
Semael wishes to capitalize on the pitiful state of modern times to bring about the total 
destruction of earth and mankind: “Ich will den letzten Tod auf die Erde bringen und das 
Geschlecht des Lebens auslöschen” (9). Elohim, however, wishes to seize upon this end 
of days climate as a catalyst for renewal. It is this logic that brings him to order Satan to 
do the unthinkable: “Knecht! Der Satan fällt auf sein Gesicht. Das Herz meines Volkes 
soll erglühen in Läuterung. Die Funken der Seelen sollen aufsteigen, sie sollen 
Maschiach rufen im Sturm der Verzweiflung. Bringe die Lüge des Blutes über die 




instrument for the redemption of his Chosen People: the accusation should wreak 
sufficient havoc on the Tiszaeszlár Jews and the broader European community to effect 
the coming of the Messiah, the end of the current era of pain and suffering and the 
beginning of a new era of peace for mankind. 
The framing of the blood libel as a catalyst for causing the temporary despair but 
ultimate redemption of the Jews constitutes one of the more original elements of Zweig’s 
dramatization of the Tiszaeszlár affair. Otherwise, however, he adhered closely to the 
facts of the case. The Tiszaeszlár blood libel was one of more than one hundred ritual 
murder accusations made in Central Europe in the last decades of the nineteenth 
century.304 It resulted in a highly publicized court trial—in the historian Hillel Kieval’s 
analysis, it was the “first modern [ritual murder] prosecution in central Europe.”305 
Historians such as Kieval have argued that the modern ritual murder accusation was a 
very different species than the medieval blood libel.306 The claim requires some 
qualification, for a comparison of the medieval and modern blood libel narrative reveals 
both change and continuity in the story over time. The most important development in 
the narrative no doubt concerned the question of the victim. Whereas the classic medieval 
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narrative featured a young Christian male child as sacrificial victim, modern accusations 
frequently alleged the murder of a young woman, typically in her teenage years.307 The 
substitution is highly significant and may be understood to reflect a sexualization of the 
charge at the turn of the twentieth century.308 The exchange of victim arguably also 
reflects a shift in preoccupation—for if medieval narratives frequently imagined the 
Christian child as a substitute for Christ and interpreted the alleged Jewish sacrifice as a 
perversion of Eucharistic practice, then the alleged murder (and sometimes rape) of the 
young woman in the modern blood libel may also be understood to reflect the fin-de-
siècle preoccupation with deviant sexuality and with the act of Lustmord in particular.309  
Nevertheless, the alimentary themes that suffused the medieval and early modern 
narrative of ritual murder did not recede in the modern blood libel. On the contrary, they 
become arguably even more resonant. For one, the figure of the Jewish butcher or 
Schächter played a key role in the modern imagination of ritual murder. Accusations 
frequently targeted butchers as suspects in the crime and further imagined the alleged 
cuts administered to the victim as corresponding with the ritual cuts prescribed by the 
practice of shechita.310 The historian Robin Judd has traced the growing preoccupation 
with the figure of the Jewish butcher to increasing public awareness of Jewish practices 
of ritual slaughter in Germany of the late nineteenth century, as municipal authorities 
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began to regulate slaughterhouses and debate the humaneness of Jewish practices of ritual 
slaughter.311 David Biale has likewise argued that this sudden equation of ritual murder 
and ritual slaughter represented an important new development in the blood libel: “This 
was something new and unattested in the medieval blood libel.”312 As I have argued, 
however, the analogization of the two practices can be traced back to at least the early 
sixteenth century. In the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell, the discourse of ritual 
murder was intimately bound up in textual considerations of the related Jewish practices 
of ritual slaughter and ritual sacrifice. 
Turning back now to Ritualmord in Ungarn, it is possible to see how the play’s 
ritual murder scene combines both new and old elements of the blood libel in arresting 
fashion. The act of ritual murder does not actually occur in the play. It is rather 
‘recollected’ by the young Moritz Scharf, who offers false testimony implicating his 
father and other Jewish community elders after being tortured and starved for a prolonged 
period of time. Although it is thus a Jew who depicts the scene of ritual murder, the 
dialogue makes clear that the imagination of the deed belongs just as much to the 
interrogators as it does to the interrogated. In an act of mutual albeit coerced narrative 
construction, the interrogator Bary and the ‘witness’ Moritz build the narrative of ritual 
murder piece by piece. The dialogue of the construction of this narrative is extraordinary 
and deserves to be quoted in full: 
Bary: Du gibst also zu, daß die Juden die Esther Solymosi in der Synagoge 
geschlachtet haben? 
Moritz (nach einer Pause nickend; leise): …Ja 
Bary (aufatmend): Endlich! Warst du dabei? 
Moritz (schnell): Nein, ich nicht. 
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Bary: Aber du hast’s gesehen; belauscht; du warst neugierig; durchs 
Schlüsselloch, wie? 
Moritz: Ja, ich hab durchs Schlüsselloch geschaut. 
Bary: Was hast du also gesehn? Da war die Esther Solymosi angebunden? 
Moritz: Ja. 
Bary: Auf einem Tisch, wie? 
Moritz: Auf einem weißen Tisch. 
Bary: War sie nackt? Sie war doch nackt, nicht wahr? 
Moritz (stockt): Ich weiß nicht genau…ja. 
Bary: Und was geschah mit ihr? Wieviel Männer waren dabei: zehn? Ein 
Dutzend, oder mehr? Zwanzig? 
Moritz: Es werden fünfzehn gewesen sein. 
Bary: Wer denn, nenne sie. Außer deinem Vater also wer? 
Moritz: Der Chasen, Reb Jizchok Leim, Reb David Ungeschehn, der Schauchet, 
Reb Jacob Schenkwirt… 
Bary: Schauchet, was ist das? 
Schreiber: Das ist der Schächter, der das erlaubte Flesich schlachtet. 
Bary: Aha. Der hat wohl auch das Mädchen ‘geschächtet.’ 
Moritz: Ja.  
Bary: Wie macht er das? Moritz zieht mit dem Finger eine Linie um seine Kehle. 
Er schnitt ihr also die Kehle durch? 
Moritz: …Ja. 
Bary:…Das Blut wurde aufgefangen, denn darauf hatten sie’s doch abgesehn; 
wie? Worin denn? 
Moritz: In Schüsseln und Töpfen, auch in einem Krug. 
Bary: Ihr braucht das für eure Osterkuchen, für die sogenannten Mazzes? 
Moritz: Ich glaube schon (57-60). 
 
Aided by a series of leading questions and persistent nudges (“wie?” “nicht wahr?”), 
Bary and Moritz jointly create what can only be described as the Urszene of ritual 
murder—from the vantage point of the witness at the keyhole, to the placement of the 
victim on the table (“auf einem Tisch, wie?”), to the identification of the perpetrators, the 
butcher in particular, and the description of the ritual cut administered to the sacrificial 
victim’s throat. Remarkably little has changed in this ‘modern,’ ‘updated’ version of the 
scene. A comparison to a host desecration narrative of 1619 makes this point clear. The 
story, recounted in Schwab’s Jüdischer Deckmantel, relates a familiar tale of the illicit 
purchase of a host by a Jew, who then returns home (“er geht daruon heim”) to defile it 
along with his fellow Jews. Together they “bereiten also bald einen Tisch,” upon which 
they then “durchstechen und metzgen den Sohn Gottes” (32). Like the narration of 




which the victim rests. Blood suddenly spurts forth from the desecrated host, causing the 
Jews to cry out. Hearing the screams, the city watchmen come running, and through a 
crack in the window they spy this congregation of Jews standing around their bloody 
table: “[sie] lauffen für das Haus/ daran die Fenster niedrig und fast auff der Erden 
gewesen/sehen durch einen Spalt am Fensterladen in die Stuben/ und werden gewahr/ 
daß…unser lieber Herr und Seligmacher in seinem eygnen Blut auff dem Tisch 
schwimmet/ unnd die vergifftige Juden mit ihrem Blutgirigen Händen herumb stehen” 
(32-3). Both scenes are thus framed as moments of voyeurism in which a keyhole or 
window crack provides a privileged vantage point into a Jewish interior and a direct view 
onto the table, the alleged site of ritual sacrifice in the Jewish tradition.313  
 Prompted by Bary’s questions, Moritz delivers a remarkably similar account of 
the ritual murder scene as it had been imagined for centuries prior to his own ordeal,  
complete with the act of voyeurism through the keyhole, the convening of men around 
the sacrificial table, and the language and logic of ritual slaughter. What has changed, of 
course, is the naked woman lying on top of the table and the strongly sexual overtones of 
the scene, which raise the question of rape and the specter of Jewish sexual depravity. 
While updated for the fin-de-siècle imagination of Jewish sexual deviance, then, the 
account of ritual murder offered in Ritualmord in Ungarn still remains fixed at the site of 
the table and grounded in the alimentary realm of slaughter and blood consumption. 
 Whereas the imagination of the ritual murder scene thus remains remarkably 
consistent in the medieval and modern variants of the myth, the consequences of the 
accusation in the early and later contexts reflect in contrast important new developments 
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in the ritual murder discourse. When the Tiszaeszlár blood libel goes to trial in 
Ritualmord in Ungarn, a member of the Hungarian Parliament, von Istoczy, offers a long 
speech alleging the veracity of the accusation. Characterizing the Jews as “zahllosen 
Blutegeln, die Ungarns beste Säfte trinken,” von Istoczy’s speech takes frequent recourse 
to food themes—of commensality, blood consumption and parasitism—as he describes 
the relationship between the Jewish and gentile communities of Europe: “In ganz Europa 
stehen die Völker auf und besinnen sich; was für ein Gesindel frißt da, was wir 
schaffen?” (66). Echoes of the early nineteenth-century critique of the Jews consuming 
the product of Christian labor resonate here, as does the stock image of the separatist 
Jewish table that functioned so powerfully in the emancipation debate: “Der Jude lacht 
nicht mit uns und trinkt nicht mit uns und trauert nicht mit uns….Sollen sie, die unser Gut 
an sich reißen, auch unser Blut trinken dürfen? Darum fordere ich: weg mit den Juden! 
Nieder die verfluchten, beschnittenen Bestien!” (67). This vision of the Jews as vampiric 
bloodsuckers and/or wild predatory animals (“Bestien”) fits the mode of post-rational 
politics that characterized the fin-de-siècle political discourse on the Jews,314 although 
again it is important to note that the imagination of the Jews as consuming the figurative 
and/or literal blood of the German people has a much longer history than the twentieth 
century. As early as 1530, Margaritha maintained in Der gantz Jüdisch Glaub that the 
prohibition on blood consumption in Jewish dietary practice was “nur ein figur/…denn 
das sy unsern schwarß/ plüt und marck/ durch iren grossen unbillichen wücher/ wöllicher 
wider gott unnd die welt ist/ wie ich mit der zeit anzaigen will/ fressen” (56).  
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 Ultimately, however, the crucial development in the ritual murder narrative 
presented in Ritualmord in Ungarn is the simple fact that the accusation is revealed to be 
false. Against the classic narrative of ritual murder, the play offers a ‘truth narrative’ that 
functions as the external frame for the libel that Moritz is coerced into recounting. In the 
first scenes of the play, the reader learns very clearly the real fate of Eszter Solymosi. 
Like the poor Jews who first appear on the scene, she too is fishing for food in the Theiß 
river. The owner of the estate on which she does so sees her and begins to kiss and 
otherwise harass her, directing her ominously into the nearby woods. Stepping backwards 
to escape him, Eszter falls into the river and drowns as the nobleman stands idly by. 
Unlike the villagers and inhabitants of Zweig’s play, then, the reader knows of Eszter’s 
true fate. The reader also surmises that the bloated but intact corpse fished out of the 
Theiß weeks later is Eszter and not a different missing girl—a premise concocted by the 
prosecution to fit Moritz’s testimony of the ritual cutting and mutilation of Esther’s body.  
 In the scene that effectively concludes the trial of Tiszaeszlár and results in the 
exoneration of the accused Jews, that narrative that Bary and Moritz jointly constructed 
piece by piece is just as carefully deconstructed by the state’s attorney. In a clever show 
of investigative logic, he brings Moritz and the men accused of ritual murder back to the 
scene of the alleged crime, the now desecrated synagogue. Under pressure from Bary, 
Moritz had testified to witnessing the community elders congregated around a table: the 
state’s attorney asks his assistant to place a long table on the spot indicated by Moritz and 
then orders the accused Jews to assume the described positions. When Moritz mentions 
Eszter’s name, the attorney opens a large package, removes a life size doll (“eine 




Körper aus Leinwand, roh hergestellt” 99), and places it atop the table. Moritz had further 
testified to witnessing the crime through the keyhole of the synagogue door. The state’s 
attorney directs him to assume this position, finally making his intentions explicit: “Dazu 
werden wir jetzt den sogenannten Mord genau in Szene setzen. Hierher den Tisch, Sie 
sehen, Herr Präsident, der Tisch ist gelb, weder weiß noch rot. Legen Sie die Puppe auf 
den Tisch. Zum Schächter, der zu Häupten der Puppe steht: Nehmen Sie jetzt das Messer 
und zerteilen Sie die Puppe” (100).  
 The actions of the state’s attorney may be understood as both a reconstruction of 
the scene of ritual murder, a strategy moreover that yields a significant result. For the 
staging of the scene as Moritz recollects it reveals a simple but important problem: the 
keyhole through which Moritz gazes into the room does not afford him a view onto the 
table scene. When asked what he sees, the only answer given is a meek “Nur etwas 
Dunkles, Herr Staatsanwalt” (102). With the simple utterance, the Urszene of ritual 
murder itself is revealed to be “nur etwas Dunkles,” an obscure figment of the 
imagination. It is a powerful sentence and a powerful conclusion to the ordeal of the 
Tiszaeszlár Jews, one that speaks moreover more broadly to the intent of Zweig’s play—
namely, to disenchant the narrative of ritual murder.  
 The remaining scenes of Ritualmord in Ungarn provide a sad but ultimately 
redemptive coda to the play. Upon their release from prison, the Jewish elders of 
Tiszaeszlár return home to their destroyed synagogue and begin to clean the desecrated 
space. Moritz has killed himself, having been unable to bear the consequences of his false 
testimony. The mood is one of despair and desperation, but the words of the community 




Haus Gottes wieder geweiht ist und heilig. Dann aber gehe ich aus dem Lande des 
Fremden heim in unser Land” (119). The final judgment on Moritz provides as well an 
unlikely source of comfort. In the heavenly realms, Elohim deems Moritz’s actions as 
ultimately beneficial rather than destructive to the Jewish people: “Dies, was du in jenem 
kurzen Leben getan, sei dir nicht zur Sünde gerechnet, sondern zum Verdienst. Denn 
durch dich sind die Seelen entbrannt, die Herzen erschüttert worden und die Funken 
gehoben. Du warst, als du verrietest, ein Gefäß des Maschiach, ein Bote der Glorie und 
ein Wagen Gottes” (121). The final blessing bestowed on Moritz is the promise of a new 
beginning in Palestine: “So spreche ich dir zu, du werdest wiedergeboren im Lande der 
Väter, in Freiheit, Wissen und Freude” (121).  
 Ritualmord in Ungarn thus shares some important correspondences with 
Altneuland, despite superficial differences to the contrary. Both texts present a portrait of 
end times for European Jewry. To be sure, the predicament of Herzl’s Viennese Jews and 
Zweig’s villagers is different. Whereas Friedrich Löwenberg suffers from his decadent 
lifestyle and the sickening climate of Viennese Jewish sociability, the Jews of Tiszaeszlár 
are exposed to bitter exigency and dire persecution. Nevertheless, both the play and the 
novel cast the condition of European Jewry in terms of a quagmire. Both texts moreover 
articulate this problem in a table scene that comprises the decisive episode in each text. 
The Löffler dinner party fills Friedrich with such bottomless despair that it causes him to 
sever his final ties to his Viennese existence and seek out an unknown future; the ritual 
murder scene in Ritualmord in Ungarn becomes the motor which fuels the Tiszaeszlár 
Jews’ decision to escape their exilic existence and seek a new life in Palestine. In both 




propose a beginning after the end, imagining the Zionist project in terms of a new 
beginning and a way out of the mire of Jewish decadence in Herzl’s case, and the plight 
of Eastern European Jewry in Zweig’s play. 
 
Thomas Mann’s Wälsungenblut 
It is within the same context of the fin-de-siècle discourse on the so-called Jewish 
question that the final text under consideration in this chapter was also written—although 
it must be said from the outset that the text in question provides a very different answer to 
the problem than the Zionist solutions proposed by Herz and Zweig in Altneuland and 
Ritualmord in Ungarn. In the fall months of 1905, the recently married Thomas Mann 
composed a novella that subsequently caused him no small amount of personal and 
professional conflict. The novella, Wälsungenblut, has a slim but devastating plot. It 
commences as the Aarenholds, a wealthy family of German Jews, gather for lunch. 
Dining alongside mother, father and eldest children Märit and Kunz are the Aarenhold 
twins, Siegmund and Sieglind, and Sieglind’s fiancé, the gentile von Beckerath, who is a 
guest at the family meal. Amid a lively conversation, Siegmund requests and receives 
Beckerath’s permission to accompany his sister alone to a performance of Wagner’s 
Walküre that evening. Later that day, Siegmund passes a languid afternoon in idle 
reflection. When the evening hour approaches at last, he and his sister set off for the 
opera. The two sit hand in hand in a private theater box, watching breathlessly as their 
theatrical Doppelgänger—the Siegmund and Sieglind of Wagner’s opera—consummate 
their love for each other. Finally, upon their return home, the twins satisfy their own 




 Wälsungenblut was deemed scandalous from the moment of its inception and 
consequently experienced an uncommonly tumultuous reception. First, the content of the 
novella seriously angered Mann’s father-in-law of less than a year, Alfred Pringsheim, 
who presided over an affluent, assimilated German-Jewish family himself and interpreted 
the story as a thinly veiled persiflage of his twin children, Katja and Klaus Pringsheim.315  
Mann’s editor as well reacted poorly to the novella and particularly to its last sentence in 
which Siegmund, having just made love to his sister, crows in triumphant Yiddish that he 
and his sister have cuckolded von Beckerath: “Beganeft haben wir ihn, den Goy!”—“we 
have tricked the goy.” As a result of these pressures, Mann retracted the story just before 
it was due to be published in the 1906 edition of the Neue Rundschau; fifteen years would 
elapse before the novella was finally brought out in a private, illustrated luxury edition 
with a run of only 530 copies. 
The scandal that Wälsungenblut provoked in 1905 stemmed in no small part from 
the text’s graphic thematization of incest. In more recent years, the matter of the 
Aarenhold incest has similarly attracted the attention of the scholarly community, and 
many literary studies of Wälsungenblut have been devoted to the explication of the twins’ 
incestuous desires. Critics have read the Aarenhold incest variously as a manifestation of 
cold aesthetic narcissism,316 a transformative moment of redemptive passion,317 a parodic 
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travesty of Wagner’s opera,318 and an expression of racial insularity.319 Clearly, the 
significance of the incest motif is paramount for any comprehensive understanding of 
Mann’s story—and yet it is also the case that the final scene of the novella has dominated 
readers’ attention at the expense of other, equally intriguing thematic elements of the 
narrative.  
While the critical reception of Wälsungenblut in the last century has focused 
overwhelmingly on the portrait of perverse sexuality the novella presents, consideration 
of the text’s Jewish concerns has been in contrast far less consistent. Commenting on the 
first decades of reception of Mann’s novella, Hans Vaget has written of “eine blinde 
Stelle in der deutschen Rezeption von Wälsungenblut” on the point of the protagonists’ 
Jewishness and even of a “Versuch, die Thematik von Judentum und Rassismus 
wegzuoperieren.”320 In the last thirty years, this dynamic has reversed itself as 
scholarship has come to focus predominantly on the “Jewish question” the novella poses, 
and yet certain approaches still labor valiantly to absolve Wälsungenblut of its Jewish 
themes and rehabilitate its author of the charge of anti-Semitism.321 To my mind, the 
interesting question is not whether Wälsungenblut is an anti-Semitic text or whether its 
author was an anti-Semite but rather in what ways the novella, with its depiction of the 
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twins’ sexual perversity and its portrait of Siegmund’s decadence, stands under the sway 
of the key fin-de-siècle themes of Jewish degeneration. 
Two trends can thus be charted in the critical literature on Wälsungenblut—on the 
one hand, a continuous, sustained exploration of the text’s portrait of perverse sexuality, 
and on the other, an uneven treatment of the work’s Jewish concerns over the one 
hundred year history of its reception. There is, however, another thematic component of 
the text that has not been addressed in any fashion by the scholarly community. It is a 
relatively simple yet largely unrecognized fact that the novella is replete with multiple 
occasions of eating. In the first scene of Wälsungenblut, the Aarenhold family dines 
leisurely at noon on pheasant and sole. This extended family meal scene occupies ten of 
the thirty pages of the short text. Later at the opera, Siegmund and Sieglind feed each 
other snacks. After the opera’s conclusion, finally, the twins enjoy a private dinner for 
two at home. The Aarenholds eat their way through the entire novella, yet the role that 
these episodes play in the story remains completely unexplored in the secondary 
literature.  
In the following discussion, I correct this neglect. First, I examine the lengthy 
scene with which Wälsungenblut begins and model the portrait of the Jewish table that 
emerges from this seemingly innocuous depiction of a bourgeois family lunch. Then, I 
trace a series of correspondences between the family’s conduct at table and Siegmund 
and Sieglind’s behavior in the bedroom, showing how both alimentary and sexual 
appetites and alimentary and sexual transgression are configured analogously in the 
novella. The most telling expression of this close relationship between the sexual and the 




incorporate both what it loves and what it hates, for the satisfaction of both desire and 
aggression. In this respect, the portrait offered in the text of the twins’ alimentary and 
sexual conduct is reminiscent of Freud’s theory of the first phase of pregenital sexual 
organization which he termed “die orale oder, wenn wir so wollen, kannibalische. Die 
Sexualtätigkeit ist hier von der Nahrungsaufnahme noch nicht gesondert (emphasis 
Freud).”322 Throughout the novella, the striking orality of the children’s conduct at both 
bed and board suggests the primitive and infantile nature of their alimentary and sexual 
ethical code. Finally, throughout the discussion I consider the Aarenholds’ language as it 
features in the expression of their transgressive desire. Here again the idea of orality 
plays a central role, for the pronounced “mouthiness” of the twins relates not only to their 
manner of alimentary and sexual conduct but also to their spoken intercourse as well. 
Given the extensive discourse on Jewish language in the late nineteenth century German 
context, I investigate to what degree the children’s language is also construed in terms of 
oral infantile behavior in the novella. 
 
Monkeys in Dinner Jackets 
Readers of Thomas Mann have generally underestimated the significance of the 
table scenes that appear so frequently in his fiction. In both Wälsungenblut and 
Buddenbrooks (1901), the author begins his narration with an extended meal scene. In 
both instances, the conceit of the family meal allows him to convoke and introduce his 
major protagonists; the occasion moreover provides an apt context for the introduction of 
each text’s central problematic. In Buddenbrooks, the sumptuous lunch consumed at the 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  





start of the narrative culminates in a severe case of indigestion in the young Christian 
Buddenbrook. Dyspepsia, that particularly bourgeois affliction brought on by the 
immoderate consumption of rich food, becomes the central figure of decadence in the text 
and functions throughout as a shorthand for the family’s self-indulgent and self-
destructive excess.323 In Wälsungenblut, Mann exploits the circumstance of the family 
lunch to establish the key concern of the text: namely, the complex of Jewish 
assimilation, played out in the opening scene of the novella against the backdrop of the 
dining room table. The dining room functions not only as the most visible site of the 
Aarenholds’ assimilation in the novella; it also serves paradoxically as the setting in 
which the success of the family’s assimilatory efforts is problematized and ultimately 
undermined—long before the twins reach the privacy of Siegmund’s bedroom. 
 The opening pages of Wälsungenblut present a comprehensive portrait of a 
refined and cultivated family at lunch, beginning with the elegant space in which the 
family takes its meal. As the Aarenholds enter the dining room and assume their places 
around the table, the narrator provides an extended description of their imposing 
surroundings: 
In dem ungeheuren, mit Teppichen belegten und rings mit einer Boiserie aus dem 
achtzehnten Jahrhundert bekleideten Speisesaal, von dessen Decke drei elektrische Lüster 
hingen, verlor sich der Familientisch mit den sieben Personen. Er war an das große, bis 
zum Boden reichende Fenster gerückt, zu dessen Füßen, hinter niedrigem Gitter, der 
zierliche Silberstrahl eines Springbrunnens tänzelte und das einen weiten Blick über den 
noch winterlichen Garten bot. Gobelins mit Schäfer-Idyllen, die wie die Täfelung 
vorzeiten ein französisches Schloß geschmückt hatten, bedeckten den oberen Teil der 
Wände. Man saß tief am Tische, auf Stühlen, deren breite und nachgiebige Polster mit 
Gobelins bespannt waren.324 
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The description ably communicates the opulence of the family dining room, with its three 
chandeliers, carpeted floors and upholstered chairs, but it also strives to convey an air of 
genteel sophistication. Specialized terms—Boiserie, Gobelins—designate the French 
provenance of the wall treatments, and the narrator dates these appointments to the 
eighteenth century and possibly the Middle Ages. The description thus inscribes the 
dining room into a design lineage that is explicitly French, decidedly aristocratic, and 
emphatically elegant. What the design does not betray are any trappings of religious 
identity: on the contrary, the reference to French style marks the room by extension as a 
Western European space, an ethnically neutral and lavishly appointed bourgeois interior. 
Any meal consumed in this dining room would have to live up to the 
sophistication of the setting, and by all accounts, the Aarenhold family lunch passes 
muster. Herr Aarenhold approvingly peruses a printed copy of the menu upon taking his 
seat: “Es gab Fleischbrühe mit Rindermark, Sole au vin blanc, Fasan und Ananas. Nichts 
weiter. Es war ein Familienfrühstück. Aber Herr Aarenhold war zufrieden. Es waren 
gute, bekömmliche Sachen“ (383). Light and wholesome, the menu items indicate a 
family diet that is elegant but not extravagant, refined in its restraint, and above all ‘good’ 
and eminently digestible, bekömmlich: unlike the gluttonous Buddenbrooks, the 
Aarenholds observe the principle of moderation in their mealtimes. It should be noted, 
however, that they do not likewise observe Jewish dietary laws. Served alongside the 
poultry and fish course is a “cremeartige Sauce” (385) that violates the prohibition 
against the mixing of meat and dairy in the same meal. The infringement is significant 
and yet slips by in the text, signaling not only the family’s remove from but also their 




decided emphasis placed on one component of the meal in particular: the text refers on 
three separate occasions to the marrow (“Mark”) that the Aarenholds consume 
throughout the meal.325 Given the long-standing tradition of imagining the Jews as 
bloodsuckers consuming the marrow of the German body politic, the reference is 
significant and injects a subtly ominous note into this otherwise placid depiction of the 
Jewish family table. 
The Aarenholds further perform their ‘modernness’ at the dining room table in the 
company they keep, the manners they display, and the conversation they cultivate. They 
are progressive enough to welcome a non-Jew at their table, the fiancé of their youngest 
daughter no less. The Aarenholds treat von Beckerath’s attendance at the family meal as 
a completely unremarkable occasion, yet his presence at the table is in fact highly 
significant. As his name indicates, von Beckerath stems from the noble class and holds 
moreover a prestigious job in the ministry. In yet another thematization of Jewish 
marriage politics, then, the text suggests that Sieglind and by extension the entire 
Aarenhold family are ‘marrying up,’ exploiting their Jewish capital in a bid for higher 
social prestige. Von Beckerath’s presence thus legitimates the Aarenhold’s dining room 
as an upwardly mobile space, governed by the codes of polite society rather than 
traditional Jewish table practice. These conventions are well on display in the etiquette 
the family practices throughout the meal. They make good use of their starched napkins 
(“sie entfalteten die steifen Servietten” 382), quietly sip the most German of wines 
(“Rheinwein, der leis auf der Zunge prickelte” 385) and are attended to by conscientious 
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servants who rush to help them into and out of their seats (“die Diener sprangen herzu, 
die Stühle hinter [Herrn] und Frau Aarenhold fortzuziehen” 390). Finally, the Aarenhold 
children in particular demonstrate their fluency in the Western cultural tradition not just 
in their table manners but also in their erudite conversation skills: the mealtime 
discussion is devoted almost exclusively to the heady topics of literature, theater and 
painting.  
In the opening scene of Wälsungenblut, then, the Aarenholds consume an elegant 
meal in an opulent interior, share their table with a non-Jewish guest of some social 
status, and practice good manners and proper etiquette. The execution of these various 
behaviors constitutes a convincing performance of assimilation: for this is a table clearly 
run in compliance with bourgeois rites rather than Jewish rituals. If table manners, 
moreover, may stand “as a synecdoche for propriety, good usage, and civility in general,” 
then the Aarenholds display their cultural fluency in all these realms via their mealtime 
performance.326 And yet the narration of the Aarenhold table is not without its internal 
contradictions—for in fact, the Aarenholds fail to live up to their refined surroundings, a 
point which the narration of the text drives home in subtle but unmistakable ways. 
Indeed, a number of curious moments and quietly observed details clash subtly with the 
depiction of a successfully assimilated Jewish family at table. These details emerge 
particularly with regard to the table behavior of the senior members of the family, Herr 
and Frau Aarenhold. The diamonds hanging off Frau Aarenhold’s chest, for one (one 
thinks here of the depiction in Altneuland of the women at the Löffler dinner party 
dripping in diamonds), do nothing to disguise her grotesque hairdo and lack of good 
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taste: “Sie trug ihr graues Haar in vielen Schnörkeln und Ausladungen zu einer 
umständlichen und hochgebauten Coiffure angeordnet, in welcher, irgendwo seitwärts, 
eine große, farbig funkelnde und ihrerseits mit einem weißen Federbüschel gezierte 
Brillant-Agraffe befestigt war” (380). Her own table manners, furthermore, leave 
something to be desired: “Frau Aarenhold speiste gierig und antwortete, nach ihrer Art, 
ausschließlich mit Gegenfragen, die wenig förderlich waren. Ihre Rede war mit 
sonderbaren und an Kehllauten reichen Worten durchsetzt, Ausdrücken aus dem Dialekt 
ihrer Kindheit” (385). The mention of Frau Aarenhold’s voracious appetite jars with the 
description of the staid lunch menu; so too do her deficient conversational skills and 
Yiddish-laced speech stand at odds with her children’s impressive displays of wit. 
Specifically, the reference to the “Dialekt ihrer Kindheit” creates the impression of faulty 
command of High German and raises the suggestion of Jewish-German speech or 
“Mauscheldeutsch.” 
Herr Aarenhold is another case. As head of the family, he presides over this 
sophisticated table, yet his comportment betrays a certain timidity, even a nervousness 
which expresses itself primarily in his hands. He holds the lunch menu tentatively, “mit 
seiner hageren und vorsichtigen Hand” (383), and when the first course arrives, he 
cautiously dabs at his mouth with a napkin: “mit behutsamen Fingern führte er die 
Serviette zum Munde” (383). As the meal proceeds, however, the consumption of good 
wine and food loosens Herr Aarenhold’s tongue and relaxes his posture. He boasts 
garrulously to von Beckerath of the business acumen that has made his family’s 
fashionable lifestyle in the wealthy Tiergarten district of Berlin possible, and he extols his 




“Ich säße nicht hier” (388). In these lengthy digressions, which cause his children no 
shortage of embarrassment, Herr Aarenhold reveals himself to be a philistine, a self-made 
but uncultivated man with Eastern European Jewish roots who boasts of the pleasure he 
takes upon waking every morning to his luxurious silken sheets. And when his 
university-educated children become involved in a heated discussion over an abstract 
question of theoretical logic, he does not hesitate to take part, gesticulating with his food 
to make his point: “Herr Aarenhold setzte sich zurecht, hob ein Brotstückchen zwischen 
Daumen und Zeigefinger empor und machte sich anheischig, das Ganze zu erklären. Er 
erlitt ein vollkommenes Fiasko. Die Kinder lachten ihn aus. Sogar Frau Aarenhold wies 
ihn zurück. ‚Was redest du? sagte sie. ‘Hast du’s gelernt? Wenig hast du gelernt!” (387). 
 Eating greedily, conversing unintelligently, and boorishly waving pieces of bread 
about in the air—when submitted to closer scrutiny, Herr and Frau Aarenhold’s etiquette 
appears in an increasingly problematic light. As the meal progresses, they gradually 
‘forget their manners’ and lapse into impolite conduct unworthy of their elegantly 
furnished dining room. These slips, signifying an incomplete mastery of the principles of 
social etiquette around which the Aarenhold table is ostensibly organized, inject a note of 
doubt into the scene: for the display of ill-mannered behavior does not merely clash with 
the gentility of the surroundings, it indeed necessitates their reevaluation. A closer 
inspection of the narration of the family meal reveals in fact an ironic tone which quietly 
but deliberately challenges the impression of staid elegance the family presumably 
intends to convey. This tone surfaces in the exquisitely observed commentary of the table 
service, for example. “Die Suppe kam. Eine Winde, die ins Büffett mündete, trug sie 




konzentrierter Miene, in einer Art Leidenschaft des Dienens (383).“ The perceptible 
irony lies here in the description of the sanctimonious silence accompanying the delivery 
of the soup course and the obsequious attentiveness of the family servants: does the 
occasion of a simple lunch really warrant such exaggerated service, particularly when the 
consumers of this lunch lack proper decorum themselves? These sardonic tones sound 
again in the keenly noted description of the table linens and tableware. Orchids rest by 
each place setting “auf dem starken, blitzend weißen und scharf gebügelten Damast” 
(383), and the soup arrives in “winzige[n] Täßchen aus zartestem durchschimmerndem 
Porzellan” (383). An accusation lies buried here in a flurry of adjectives, in the sparkling 
whiteness of the perfectly pressed tablecloth and the use of the superlative in the 
description of the Aarenholds’ supremely dainty soup bowls. It is a charge of pretentious 
affectation, of status anxiety that marks a rift in the scene between the refined dining 
room and its markedly less refined diners.  
While superficially a portrait of successful Jewish assimilation, what the opening 
scene of Wälsungenblut actually insinuates is the charge of Jewish parvenuism—of 
acquisition of wealth but incomplete appropriation of bourgeois conduct and unsuccessful 
assimilation of cultural form. A drawing in the 1921 luxury edition of Wälsungenblut, 
illustrated by the noted Jewish artist Thomas Theodor Heine, captures this aspect of the 
critique of the Aarenhold family (Figure 13). The illustration appears at a passage 
towards the end of the lunch scene, as the Aarenhold children debate the proper attire to 
wear for the taking of afternoon tea. “’Nachmittags in Smoking?’” Sieglind laughs 
mercilessly: “’Das tun doch sonst nur die Tiere.’ Von Beckerath lachte eifrig, zumal sein 




The drawing accompanying her remark shows a monkey clothed in a tuxedo jacket. To 
whom, then, does the illustration refer? Whereas Siegmund and Sieglind imagine von 
Beckerath as the brute who lacks the social intelligence to know which jacket to wear at 
what time of day, the text actually suggests that it is the Aarenhold’s themselves who 
mimic, and unsuccessfully so, the conventions of polite bourgeois society. Invoking the 
infamous figure of the monkey to probe the charge of the Jewish ‘aping’ of German 
culture,327 the drawing underscores this critique of the Aarenholds, but it also sets a far 




Figure 11: Monkeys in Dinner Jackets. Source: Illustrated edition of Wälsungenblut, 1921. 
 
In introducing this binary, the drawing appears to suggest more than the text itself 
does about the Aarenholds’ table comportment. While Herr and Frau Aarenhold’s 
manners lack a certain good taste, there is nothing to suggest that their behavior in the 
dining room descends to the level of the primitive. In fact, however, the distinction suits 
the Aarenhold children more than it does their parents. The suggestion is a puzzling one: 
for the children, representing the second generation of an assimilating population, should 
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logically be further along in the acculturation process than their parents. Indeed, they 
seem to succeed precisely where their parents fail in the text. They speak German with 
impressive acuity and consider themselves masters of social etiquette, as their discussion 
of when to wear a tuxedo jacket shows. They also exhibit the classic psychological 
conflict characteristic of second-generation immigrant children, namely shame of their 
unassimilated or unsuccessfully assimilated parents. And yet, in a radical reversal of the 
classic trajectory of assimilation, it is the Aarenhold children rather than the parents who 
exhibit the most primitive manners in Wälsungenblut, not just in the bedroom but also at 
the dining room table.  
 
Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? 
 Wälsungenblut commences on a strange note, quite literally. The novella begins 
with the following sentences: “Da es sieben Minuten vor zwölf war, kam Wendelin in 
den Vorsaal des ersten Stockes und rührte das Tamtam. Breitbeinig, in seinen 
veilchenfarbenen Kniehosen, stand er auf einem altersblassen Gebetsteppich und 
bearbeitete das Metall mit dem Klöppel. Der erzene Lärm, wild, kannibalisch und 
übertrieben für seinen Zweck, drang überall hin“ (380). What is one to make of this 
bizarre and curious moment? Critics who have attended to the story’s opening have 
written of the notes of atavism,328 of orientalism,329 and of barbarism330 sounded in the 
wild ringing of the gong—notes which then ring again in the final moments of the 
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novella when the twins commit incest on Siegmund’s bearskin rug. The sound of the tam-
tam has a more immediate relevance, however, ushering in as it does not just the novella 
but more specifically the Aarenhold family lunch. Completely incongruous with the tone 
of the scene that ensues, the brazen tone of the gong provides its own kind of cryptic 
warning—namely, that the reader should not take the lovely meal of consommé and sole 
the Aarenholds are about to enjoy at face value. In particular, the striking choice of the 
word ‘cannibalistic,’ occurring as it does just moments before the Aarenholds sit down to 
lunch, provides a clue that the eating in the Aarenhold household is transgressive and 
aggressive, a suspicion which is further buttressed by Wendelin’s second ringing of the 
gong at noon: “Schlag zwölf Uhr ertönte die kriegerische Mahnung zum zweitenmal. 
Und hierauf erschien man” (380).  
 The sound of the gong produces the Aarenholds one by one, and as they appear in 
the hallway, the narrator pauses to provide a description of each family member. The 
depiction of the two elder children is quite brief, the depiction of Siegmund and Sieglind 
in contrast very detailed; but the four descriptions do share in common a specific interest 
in the mouths of the Aarenhold children. Kunz is described as “ein schöner, brauner 
Mensch mit aufgeworfenen Lippen” (381); the narrator characterizes Märit as “ein 
strenges Mädchen von achtundzwanzig mit Hakennase, grauen Raubvogelaugen und 
einem bittern Munde” (381); and of Siegmund and Sieglind, the narrator writes that “sie 
hatten…dieselben voll und weich aufeinander ruhenden Lippen” (381). The four children 
in fact go on to exercise these mouths quite strenuously throughout the meal scene, not 
just as they eat and drink alongside their parents but also, and perhaps more importantly, 




bears reminding, also an oral activity.  Nevertheless, the characterization of the children’s 
mouths is contradictory. On the one hand pursed and curled into a bitter sneer, on the 
other hand full and sensuously soft, the portrait of the Aarenhold mouth evokes opposing 
terms of pleasure and aggression, of bitterness and sweetness. In fact, it is precisely these 
contrasting terms which govern the children’s conduct at the dining room table, and in 
particular the use of their mouths. For while the entire meal scene is taken up by the 
excessive amount of talking the children do and by the pronounced lustiness with which 
they pursue their conversations, the mealtime intercourse is also decidedly cruel.  
 “Die Unterhaltung ward lebhaft und allgemein,” the narrator declares, “die Kinder 
nahmen entscheidenden Anteil daran, sie sprachen gut” (387). Unlike the blundering tone 
of their parents’ table talk, the Aarenhold children command their language and deploy 
their words with skilled precision. A heated debate provides one occasion for the display 
of their honed verbal skills: “Diese umstritt man, zersetzte es in Scharfsinn, brachte 
Beispiele bei, kam vom Hundertsten ins Tausendste, befehdete einander mit einer 
stählernen und abstrakten Dialektik und erhitzte sich nicht wenig” (386-7). The tone of 
the passage is markedly militaristic, from the characterization of the debate as a kind of 
feud to the ‘steely dialectic’ with which the children arm themselves for their verbal 
sparring; but one must also note the pleasure they take in destroying each other’s 
arguments, a pleasure evoked in ambiguously sensuous terms by the verb ‘erhitzen.’ 
While the specific context of a debate might explain the children’s war-like posture at 
this juncture of the conversation, the hostility of their language in fact remains a constant 
throughout the family lunch, as do the curious undertones of pleasure which sound 




children relax in their seats, the narrator notes how “[die Kinder] saßen tief und weich am 
Tische im Saal, in lässiger Haltung, mit launisch verwöhnten Mienen, sie saßen in 
üppiger Sicherheit, aber ihre Rede ging scharf wie dort, wo es gilt, wo Helligkeit, Härte 
und Notwehr und wachsamer Witz zum Leben geboten wird“ (388). The severity of the 
children’s language surfaces again in the passage, but it is matched in almost every 
phrase, in a remarkable series of contrasts, by a contradictory term of sensuous pleasure. 
The children’s ‘tief’ and ‘weich’ postures oppose their ‘scharf’ and ‘hart’ speech; their 
relaxed carriage (‘in lässiger Haltung’) is belied by the defensiveness of their verbal 
posturing (‘Notwehr’); and the safety of their surroundings (‘üppige[r] Sicherheit’) jars 
with the vigilant watchfulness of their speech (‘wachsamer Witz’).  
 Surprisingly little has been written about the Aarenholds’ language, particularly 
given the degree to which it comes under scrutiny in the novella. Those who have 
touched upon the topic tend to follow the lines of a well-established argument, forwarded 
in its most comprehensive form by Sander Gilman, concerning the so-called ‘secret 
language of the Jews’: the long-standing trope that the Jew is unable to command the 
language of High German and possesses instead a hidden and damaged secret 
discourse—Hebrew in the Middle Ages, Yiddish or ‘Mauscheldeutsch’ in the nineteenth 
century.331 This trope of the Jew’s hidden language certainly surfaces in Wälsungenblut, 
in the mention of Frau Aarenhold’s dialect in the opening pages of the text, and in 
Siegmund’s lapse into Yiddish in Mann’s original concluding sentence. Other approaches 
to the topic of the Aarenholds’ language have considered the impact of Wagner’s theory 
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of Jewish language on the text. In Judenthum in der Musik, Wagner notoriously advanced 
the idea of Jewish mimicry, the notion that Jews only imitate German, lacking as they do 
an authentic connection to the language and to the creative springs of artistic production 
itself. And indeed, this notion also operates throughout the text, not only in the twins’ 
replication of the Wagnerian incest they see enacted on stage, but also in the way they 
talk in cold, dispassionate, and purely intellectual terms about art and literature.332 
 Throughout the lunch scene, however, the language that the children employ does 
not resemble the tainted language of the bumbling East European Jew, nor does it entirely 
fit the mold of Wagner’s conception of Jewish imitative language. The children’s 
language is biting, in as literal a sense as the context of the family meal provides. While 
their table manners are ostensibly polite and refined, they engage in a kind of verbal 
warfare throughout the lunch, snapping, attacking, and wounding with their words. The 
backdrop of the dining room table assumes its full importance here as a stage in which 
the act of speaking takes on an emphatically oral dimension—is returned to its 
physiological origins as an activity of the mouth. Mann emphasizes the orality of the 
children’s speech in his first description of their language, at the very beginning of the 
scene as the family awaits the arrival of their lunch guest in the hallway. When the tardy 
von Beckerath finally arrives, both Sieglind and Kunz greet him rudely and make 
sarcastic issue of his lateness. The narrator comments: “die Geschwister hatten 
mundfertig und mit scharfer Zunge gesprochen, scheinbar im Angriff und doch vielleicht 
nur aus eingeborener Abwehr, verletzend und wahrscheinlich doch nur aus Freude am 
guten Wort” (382). The passage highlights again the violence of the children’s speech, 
this time modified by qualifiers (‘vielleicht’, ‘wahrscheinlich’) which presumably soften 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  




the sting of the characterization but in actuality strengthen its force; but of particular 
interest here are the two terms used to describe the way in which the children talk. 
‘Mundfertig’ and ‘mit scharfer Zunge’—the oral metaphors corporealize the children’s 
language, vividly evoking the locus of speech in the physiological apparatus of the 
mouth. The use of the unusual term ‘mundfertig’ instead of the more common 
‘schlagfertig’ suggests a deliberate authorial intent to emphasize the orality of the 
Aarenhold language; the synecdochic expression ‘mit scharfer Zunge’ further highlights 
the double capacity of the mouth for both physical and rhetorical violence.  
 As the context of the passage makes clear, however, the children’s language is no 
mere expression of generalized hostility or highly trained sarcasm. On the contrary, it has 
a very specific target—namely the family guest, von Beckerath. As a soon-to-be member 
of the Aarenhold family, Beckerath’s presence at the table should be a privileged one. It 
appears that the family has accepted and even welcomed his engagement to Sieglind, 
given his higher social status and the level of prestige his marriage to Sieglind will confer 
upon the family. And yet the children and in particular the twins despise him, not just for 
his alleged philistinism and ‘trivial existence’333 but also because his presence directly 
threatens the insularity of the family unit and the love of the twins, nurtured in isolation 
for the full nineteen years of their lives. Beckerath is, moreover, a gentile. In this light, 
his appearance at the family meal can be read as a violation of the commensality-based 
restrictions that govern traditional Jewish table practice and proscribe the breaking of 
break between gentile and Jew. Of course, the Aarenhold family table is not a traditional 
one. I have just argued that their eating patterns are modeled on bourgeois codes of table 
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conduct rather than any specifically Jewish modes of dietary practice. But although the 
Aarenholds nominally welcome von Beckerath as a guest at their table, their behavior 
suggests that his presence is a highly unwanted one. The full scope of the children’s poor 
manners in particular emerges in their cruel treatment of their lunch guest. They exclude 
him visibly throughout the meal, signifying with their postures that he does not belong to 
the group: “Aarenholds beugten sich lachend über ihre Teller. Von Beckerath, 
ausgeschlossen und blinzelnd nach Orientierung ringend, versuchte, so gut es ging, sich 
an ihrer Heiterkeit zu beteiligen” (389). At one point, they laugh directly into his face: 
„Sie lachten, indem sie dem Bräutigam in die Augen sahen“ (390).  
Ultimately, however, the children’s mistreatment of their guest goes far beyond 
these displays of rudeness. The tones of the war-like gong resound as Beckerath, towards 
the conclusion of the meal, tries in vain to express his views in a conversation about art. 
The children respond by mercilessly tearing his opinion to pieces:  
Sie widersprachen, auf jeden Fall, als schiene es ihnen unmöglich, kümmerlich, 
schimpflich, nicht zu widersprechen, sie widersprachen vorzüglich, und ihre Augen 
wurden zu blitzenden Ritzen dabei. Sie fielen über ein Wort her, ein einzelnes, das er 
gebraucht hatte, zerzausten es, verwarfen es und trieben ein anderes auf, ein tödlich 
bezeichnendes, das schwirrte, traf und bebend im Schwarzen saß...Von Beckerath hatte 
rote Augen und bot einen derangierten Anblick, als das Frühstück zu Ende ging (389). 
 
Initially a continuation of the characterization of the Aarenhold’s energetic debating 
style, the passage becomes highly interesting as the children’s eyes narrow to slits and 
begin to glint. Like a band of warriors, they pounce upon von Beckerath’s words and 
repudiate his opinion, and then they summon up their own word, which flies through the 
air to pierce its unspecified target. If a simple metonymic substitution of person for 
utterance is performed, however, the hidden implications of the passage emerge: the 
falling upon von Beckerath’s person rather than his words, and the tearing apart of his 




a weapon which hits its black mark with lethal accuracy. Beckerath, incidentally, comes 
to lunch clothed “im schwarzem Schoßrock” (382). Is it too much to suggest that the tint 
of his red eyes further conjures the color of spilt blood? 
 An act of symbolic murder, perpetrated in the realm of language, occurs in these 
lines; for although it is Beckerath’s utterance rather than his physical person that is 
attacked by the children, the language of the passage clearly conveys the murderous rage 
they feel towards their would-be brother-in-law. The setting of the dining room table, 
moreover, underscores the kind of murder that is committed: for if the goal is to destroy 
the gentile outsider, the means by which the children to do so is with their sharp tongues 
and biting mouths. It is within this context that the opening sentences of the novella find 
their ultimate echo. The specter of cannibalism raised in the ringing of the wild gong 
realizes itself in this moment, fulfilling its prophecy as the Aarenhold children fall upon 
and annihilate their dinner guest qua sacrificial victim. And although Beckerath does in 
fact walk away from the table at the conclusion of the meal, his fate vis-à-vis his future in 
the Aarenhold family is sealed in this moment of his humiliation. Indeed, it is precisely 
after the linguistic cannibalization of his “word” that Siegmund turns to his lunch guest 
and asks him if he may escort von Beckerath’s betrothed, Sieglind, to the theater that 
evening alone. Beckerath’s impotent answer in the affirmative (Siegmund reveals that he 
had long prior acquired the tickets for the evening) signals his irrevocable exclusion from 
the family and sets in motion the events which lead to the novella’s incestuous 
conclusion. 
  We have traveled a long road from a discussion of manners to an allegation of 




devolution—that the scene of the Aarenhold family lunch traces. The meal reads as a 
kind of Darwinian nightmare in which the evolutionary progress of a cultured Jewish 
family unravels over the course of a single lunch. It offers first a sketch of a fully 
assimilated Jewish German family enjoying a civilized meal; second, a snapshot of 
unsuccessfully assimilated Eastern European Jews committing social blunders around the 
dinner table; and third, a portrait of a Jewish clan, a tribal band of brothers and sisters 
who misanthropically and violently reject the presence of an outsider at their table. 
Ultimately the degradation of the Aarenhold table ends in a tableau of the Jewish 
Bluttisch, as the rejection of the gentile guest is imagined in the text as an act of symbolic 
murder. And indeed, in a story that is so clearly about blood—the blood of the Walsungs, 
the blood of race and the Blutschande, or blood crime, of incest—it would be remiss not 
to note the suggestion of the blood of murder staining the Aarenhold’s sparkling white 
damask tablecloth.  
 
Prelude to a Kiss 
A caesura, the only one of the novella, marks the conclusion of the Aarenhold 
lunch. When the narration resumes after the text break, both scene and personnel have 
changed. The domestic space of the family dining room gives way to the more intimate 
interior of Siegmund’s bedroom, and the cast of characters also shrinks considerably. 
Mother, father, Kunz, Märit, and von Beckerath disappear from the text entirely, never to 
be seen or heard from again, and only the twins remain. These changes are accompanied 
by a similar narrowing of focus as Siegmund becomes the exclusive preoccupation of the 




might appear. Indeed, the scene of the Aarenhold incest comes extremely well prepared 
by the narration which precedes it, particularly by the multiple instances of alimentary 
consumption which pave the way towards the novella’s conclusion. These occasions not 
only provide key clues as to both the motive and means for the twins’ commission of 
incest; they also construe Siegmund and Sieglind’s eating in highly erotic terms, thereby 
establishing an important correlation in the novella between the twins’ physical and 
sexual appetites. 
 If the scene of the Aarenhold family lunch investigates the problematic of Jewish 
assimilation, the midsection of the work engages primarily with themes of Jewish 
decadence and degeneration via its characterization of the novella’s young protagonist. 
Siegmund Aarenhold displays many characteristic features of decadence, including 
narcissism, ennui, artifice and ultimately despair. He spends much of the afternoon in 
front of the mirror, grooming himself, applying cologne, inspecting his appearance and 
admiring his fine garments. A dilettante, he dabbles in various studies but fails to commit 
himself fully to any in particular. His days pass in idle musings and half-hearted attempts 
to apply himself: “Sein Tag war vergangen, wie seine Tage zu vergehen pflegten: leer 
und geschwinde. Da das Theater um half sieben began und da er schon um halb fünf 
begonnen hatte, sich umzukleiden, so hatte es kaum einen Nachmittag für ihn gegeben. 
Nachdem er von zwei bis drei Uhr auf seiner Chaiselongue geruht, hatte er den Tee 
genommen und dann die überzählige Stunde genützt, indem er…in mehreren neu 
erschienenen Romanen je ein paar Seiten gelesen hatte” (391). 
While the characterization of his intellectual dilettantism and superficial interest 




physical state in the novella is rendered in the language of degeneracy and decay. For 
although his heightened interest in clothes and silk finery expose his narcissistic 
aestheticism, they cannot fully disguise or cloak his sickly, underdeveloped body: “Sein 
gelblicher Oberkörper…war mager wie der eines Knaben und dabei zottig von 
schwarzem Haar” (394). Siegmund’s scrawny and yellow torso—the color of decay—
points to a physical deficiency in the young protagonist, while the black hair covering his 
torso indicates a state of primitivism and/or animalism. The motif of Siegmund’s coarse 
black hair surfaces repeatedly in the novella, in the reference to his thickly knit brows, for 
example, and to his “starker Bartwuchs” that he needs to shave twice a day, as do 
references to his compulsive need to clean and perfume himself: “Ein außerordentliches 
und fortwährendes Bedürfnis nach Reinigung war ihm eigen…[er] nahm das gefältete 
Frackhemd, nachdem er sich gänzlich mit einem aromatischen Wasser gewaschen” (394). 
While the reference to the aromatic water may be read within the context of the decadent 
fascination with scent (one thinks of Des Esseintes’ experiments with perfume in 
Huysman’s Against Nature), it also has reference in the specific Jewish context: 
Siegmund’s attention to hygiene and his bodily smells also recalls the early nineteenth 
century figure of “der jüdische Elegant,” who attempts but fails to disguise his 
characteristically Jewish odor with eau de cologne.  
Ultimately, however, it is Siegmund’s sexual behavior, specifically his affection 
for his sister, that the text glosses most strongly in the language and logic of degeneracy. 
Significant for the purposes of my argument is the manner in which the twins’ love for 
one another is construed repeatedly in oral terms throughout the novella. When Siegmund 




for the opera. Siegmund has spent the whole afternoon dressing for the event, as has 
presumably Sieglind as well. She watches as Siegmund puts the finishing touches on his 
outfit, as he in turn gazes at her. “Da ihre Lippen so weich aufeinander ruhten, küßte er 
sie darauf” (396). The two then sit down on the chaise longue to exchange more caresses: 
“Sie küßte ihn auf seine geschlossenen Augen; er küßte sie auf den Hals, zur Seite des 
Edelsteins. Sie küßten einander die Hände. Mit einer süßen Sinnlichkeit liebte jedes das 
andere um seiner verwöhnten und köstlichen Gepflegtheit und seines guten Dufts willen. 
Schließlich spielten sie wie kleine Hunde, die sich mit den Lippen beißen“ (396). The 
passage gives witness to a complex display of orality. With its sustained focus on the 
kiss, it highlights the mouth as a pleasure-seeking and pleasure-giving organ. At the same 
time, however, it marks an uneasy ambivalence, a difficulty separating activities of 
pleasure and of aggression. For the Aarenhold twins exchange not only kisses but also 
bites, as the mention of the nipping of the puppy dogs indicates.  
Indeed, kisses and bites become almost indistinguishable from each other as the 
novella progresses. Not only is there a strongly oral component to the twins’ expressions 
of affection, but these manifestations of desire emerge with particular force at table, or 
more generally speaking when the twins eat together. Two further episodes of eating 
punctuate the twins’ afternoon and evening. The first occurs in the opera house where 
they have gone to watch the performance of Wagner’s Walküre. Although refreshments 
such as ice cream are provided at the theater house, the twins scorn to eat the inferior 
snacks available, preferring instead to nibble on sweets they have brought from home. 
They watch as Wagner’s Sieglind offers a refreshing drink to her long-lost brother, while 




eat. “Sieglind bot ihm eine perlmutterne Dose mit Kognak-Kirschen dar. ‘Die 
Maraschino-Bohnen liegen unten,’ flüsterte sie. Aber er nahm nur eine Kirsche, und 
während er die Hülse aus Seidenpapier löste, beugte sie sich nochmals zu seinem Ohr 
und sagte: ‘Sie kommt gleich wieder zurück zu ihm’“ (401). The moment is clearly 
erotic: the luscious, liquor-soaked cherries and Sieglind’s hushed whispers in her 
brother’s ear evoke a mood of heightened sensuality. The description of the silk wrapper, 
moreover, triggers a particular textual memory. In fact, both Siegmund and his sister are 
themselves dressed in silk: Sieglind wears a dress “aus seegrüner, glänzender Seide” 
(395), and Siegmund swaths himself in silken undergarments as well, “in rosaseidenen 
Unterbeinkleidern und Socken” (390). Siegmund’s unwrapping of the candy thus 
suggestively prefigures his subsequent undressing of his sister later that night; the verb 
choice of the passage (lösen), moreover, further anticipates the depiction of Sieglind’s 
“aufgelöstes Haar,” falling loosely “auf ihren offenen weißen Frisiermantel” in the 
moments before they consummate their love (409). 
An illustration of this moment from the 1921 edition of Wälsungenblut captures 
this correlation of sexual and alimentary appetite (Figure 14). The drawing stages a 
remarkable series of correspondences. With their fine dress and curly black hair, Mann’s 
brother and sister form a pair, just as flowing locks and undulating lines mark Wagner’s 
Siegmund and Sieglind as a duo. While the Aarenhold lovers are ultra-refined, perfectly 
coiffured and elegantly dressed for the opera, moreover, the operatic twins are boorish 
and unkempt: thus the two pairs reflect one each other like distorted mirrors, representing 
both early and advanced forms of civilization. Meanwhile, both sisters hold out 




Siegmund quenches his thirst, while Mann’s Siegmund uses his one hand to select a 
candy as the other rests upon Sieglind’s own hand. The binoculars resting on top of the 
banquette only magnify the layers of reflection inhering in the scene. The sexual 
seduction on stage corresponds to the sexual seduction in the theater box—but desire 
itself also encounters its double in the illustration, as libido mirrors hunger in the 
depiction of both twin pairs. 
 
Figure 12: Siegmund and Sieglind at the opera. Source: Illustrated edition of Wälsungenblut, 1921. 
 
 When the twins return home from the theatre, they go directly to the dining room 
to enjoy a private meal of sandwiches, fruit and wine. The opera has left Siegmund in a 
tumultuous state, as the passion and music of the Wagner opera have occasioned a 




in dem es kein Erlebnis, nur tötendes Bezeichnen gab—und ein Brennen oder Zehren war 
in seiner Brust...wohin? wonach? Nach dem Werk? Dem Erlebnis? Der Leidenschaft?“ 
(404). It is here that the sense of fatalism is most keenly experienced in the novella—the 
dawning awareness on Siegmund’s part that his experiences have prepared him for 
nothing, that his dilettanntish pursuits have borne no fruit, that his life, lived without 
purpose up to this point, has culminated in a dead end. Whereto, then, with Siegmund? 
What possible exit strategy, to invoke the theme of Herzl’s Altneuland and its 
protagonist’s flight from Vienna, lies open to the young protagonist of Mann’s novella? 
 It is a dubious and highly inflammatory “answer” to the problem of Siegmund’s 
existence that Wälsungenblut offers, one that gave the novella instant notoriety. This 
solution is offered in the form of Sieglind, Siegmund’s twin sister to whom he feels 
inextricably drawn: “Sie war an seiner Seite gewesen seit fernstem Anbeginn, sie hing 
ihm an, seit beide die ersten Laute gelallt, die ersten Schritte getan, und er hatte keinen 
Freund, nie einen gehabt, als sie, die mit ihm geboren, sein kostbar geschmücktes, dunkel 
liebliches Ebenbild” (393).Ultimately, it is a turn to Sieglind—in essence a return to 
origins—that provides Siegmund with an exit strategy from the quagmire in which he 
finds himself. The close bond between Siegmund and Sieglind becomes ever more 
apparent as the narrative proceeds. The two caress each other lovingly as they dress for 
the opera and sit hand in hand in the carriage that drives them to the performance—a 
carriage ride, moreover, that reads like a trip in the womb: “Der kleine, weiche Raum, 
darin sie saßen, war sanft durchwärmt…Rings um den taktfest hurtigen Hufschlag ihrer 




abgeschlossen davon, weichlich bewahrt davor, saßen sie still in den gesteppten, 
braunseidenen Polstern—Hand in Hand” (397).  
When the twins return home, Siegmund retires to his room to recline on his bear 
rug. Sieglind enters the room and kneels beside him. She addresses him “in dem 
gewohnten Ton” of irony and sarcasm, but Siegmund rejects her utterance, violently 
shaking his head back and forth (409). “’Laß das, laß das…Nicht so, nicht so…So muß es 
nicht sein, Sieglind, verstehst du...’ Er sprach seltsam, er hörte es selbst“ (409). Then, 
regarding Sieglind intently, Siegmund delivers his most spectacular speech of the 
novella:  
‚Du bist ganz wie ich’, sagte er mit lahmen Lippen und schluckte hinunter, weil seine 
Kehle verdorrt war…’Alles ist…wie mit mir…und für das…mit dem Erlebnis…bei mir, 
ist bei dir das mit Beckerath…das hält sich die Waage…Sieglind…und im ganzen ist 
es…dasselbe besonders, was das betrifft…sich zu rächen, Sieglind…’ Es trachtete, sich 
in Logik zu kleiden, was er sagte, und kam doch gewagt und wunderlich, wie aus wirrem 
Traum (410). 
 
The passage intriguingly recalls Friedrich Löwenberg’s rediscovery of Hebrew at the 
Passover Seder in Altneuland. Like Siegmund, Friedrich’s throat also closes tight with 
emotion (“manchmal schnürte ihm Rührung die Kehle zu”), and he too struggles not to 
sob. But whereas Friedrich ‘finds’ his Hebrew again (“ihm war es ein Wiederfinden”) 
and recovers his childhood language, Siegmund, at this pivotal moment of the text, 
cannot find any words and consequently falls into a remarkable series of ellipses. 
Particularly in contrast to his outstanding display of articulateness at the lunch table, 
these ellipses stand out as the visible markers of language’s failure in the final pages of 
the text. Siegmund’s discourse reaches its internal limit—and tellingly, it is precisely at 
this juncture that the twins commit incest. Language cedes its power to deed, as the 




intellect breaks down in an eruption of sentiment and in the subsequent consummation of 
the twins’ incestuous passions.  
It is a long road that the text travels from the depiction of a refined family lunch, a 
cultivated albeit slightly tasteless gathering, to a primitive act of incest perpetrated by the 
youngest and seemingly most assimilated members of that family. In exposing the 
sexually primitive behavior of the family’s youngest members, the novella strips the 
Aarenholds of their assimilatory achievements, forcibly returns its Jewish protagonists to 
their primitive origins, and in so doing invokes the myth of the immutable primal Jew, 
unable to shed his true nature through assimilation or conversion, incapable of masking 
his Jewish essence. Language, as I have already suggested, plays a key role here, for the 
children’s language throughout the text follows a similar downward trajectory and rapid 
regression. Remember that in the original ending of the novella, Siegmund bursts out in 
triumphant Yiddish just after he makes love to his sister. When Sieglind asks what will 
become of Beckerath, Siegmund infamously cries out: “Beganeft haben wir ihn, den 
Goy!” At Mann’s editor’s insistence, the author removed the phrase and replaced it with 
a tamer ending: “Nun…dankbar soll er uns sein. Er wird ein minder triviales Dasein 
führen, von nun an“ (410). Since then, critics have evaluated the relative merits of both 
endings. Does the Yiddish expression of the original sentence signify Siegmund’s lapse 
into his unassimilated self and mark a return to his Eastern European origins?334 Does the 
arch dismissal of the revised ending constitute a resumption of his formerly haughty and 
controlled persona?335 As a potential answer to these questions, I draw attention away 
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from the much debated final sentence of the novella to Siegmund’s penultimate 
exclamation of the text, which occurs as he and Sieglind finally consummate their desire. 
The climactic sentence concludes as follows: “[Sie] verloren sich in Liebkosungen, die 
übergriffen und ein hastiges Getümmel wurden und zuletzt nur ein Schluchzen waren--“ 
(410). In contrast to his outstanding display of articulateness at the lunch table, 
Siegmund’s language devolves in the final moments of the novella into a mere sob. A 
purely emotional exclamation of affect, this sob locates the real, hidden language of the 
Jew far outside the realm of High German in the infantile realm of the pre-verbal, a 
primordial speech of origin that further enhances the primitivist fantasy enacted 
throughout the pages of the text.  
* * * 
In this chapter, I have tried to show how certain longstanding myths of the Jewish 
table resurfaced at the turn of the twentieth century. In the early modern period, as I 
argued in Chapter 1, authors of the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell associated the site 
of the Jewish table with a whole host of primitive behaviors—with forms of crude and 
immoderate eating, with malevolent anti-Christian sentiment, and with ritual sacrifice and 
blood consumption. For a long time, these myths were inert—that is until the turn of the 
nineteenth century and the beginnings of the phenomenon of Jewish assimilation, which 
transformed the character of the Jewish table and led to a reimagination of the space in 
the anti-assimilation discourse. This transformation was abrupt and sudden: for as I 
argued in Chapter 2, by the early 1800s, in both literary and polemic contexts, authors 
began to satirize the real and imagined site of “der ästhetische Teetisch,” a space of 




jüdische Elegant,” and a specific type of linguistic and cultural behavior—aspiration to 
Bildung and faulty command of the German language. The work of this chapter has been 
to demonstrate how the ‘old’ imagination of the Jewish table as a site of ritual murder 
collided in the fin de siècle with the ‘new’ modern and updated imagination of the 
assimilated Jewish table as a site of hypercivilized decadence. A novel such as 
Altneuland reflects particularly well how the discourse of the aesthetic tea table was 
updated for the early twentieth century to criticize fin-de-siècle forms of Jewish 
sociability, in the coffee house or at the dinner party. The play Ritualmord in Ungarn 
points on the other hand to the enduring myth of ritual murder in the German imagination 
and the reemergence around the turn of the twentieth century of the longstanding 
imagination of the Jewish table as the site of ritual sacrifice in the Jewish tradition. It is in 
the novella Wälsungenblut, finally, that the older and newer strands of the imagination of 
the Jewish table meet. While superficially presenting a portrait of a refined, dignified 
lunch attended by the cultivated, assimilated members of a Jewish family, the text 
actually suggests that something far more ominous is at play in the family’s merciless 
treatment of their lunchtime guest and then in the twins’ crude act of incest. The joint 
study of these three texts thus reveals the longevity of these old themes of Jewish eating 
in the German imagination and the return of repressed myths of the Jewish table in the 










In the present work, I have investigated the role of the Jewish table in the 
construction and problematization of Jewish identity in German letters. Specifically, I 
have argued for the significance of the site of the Jewish table in the German discourse on 
Jewish otherness. In the first chapter of the dissertation, I offer a case study of how early 
modern Christians constructed Jewish identity and construed differences between 
Christians and Jews via alimentary themes. In the representation of the Jews in the 
literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell, matters of food and drink played a pivotal role. 
Authors described and analyzed both the real and imagined practices of the Jewish table 
in order to draw comparisons between Jews and Christians, and the table’s edge 
functioned in such texts as an imaginary borderline delineating and circumscribing 
Jewish individual and community identity. While ascribing to the Jews an anxiety 
regarding social interactions between Jews and Christians at table, moreover, Christian 
authors quietly revealed their own fears regarding the same issue. Imagined violations of 
the Jewish table’s borders constituted a subject of deep unease for the Christians authors 
of the literature of jüdisches Ceremoniell, and it was through the exploration of these 
possible trespasses that they exposed their own anxieties regarding Jewish-Christian 
social relations.  
In the modern period, the need to posit and assert the idea of Jewish otherness 
became more acute in the German discourse on the Jews, for the phenomenon of Jewish 
assimilation quickly began to make certain traditional markers of Jewish difference 
obsolete. As early as 1760, the German Jewish community underwent a series of 




community began to forgo distinctive forms of dress, shaving their beards in the case of 
men and abandoning the headscarf in the case of women. Others acquired the German 
language and, following Moses Mendelssohn’s example, exposed themselves to German 
culture more than in any prior era. Socially, German Jews began to live outside the 
traditional structure of the Jewish autonomous social community by the last decades of 
the eighteenth century. Visits to the theater, the coffeehouse and the salon provided new 
forms of socialization with gentiles that further sped up the process of Jewish 
assimilation to German culture. Finally, an increasing number of Jews ceased their 
observation of Jewish ritual law as a result of the acculturation process, abandoning the 
dietary laws and forgoing synagogue visits from the late eighteenth century onwards. 
As a result of the transformative processes of acculturation and assimilation, then, 
traditional notions of Jewish identity became contested in the eighteenth and nineteenth 
century. It was here that literature assumed a critical role, for literary texts offered a key 
discursive site for thinkers of the period to both engage with age-old questions of Jewish 
identity and to articulate the particular anxieties brought about by the recent phenomenon 
of Jewish assimilation. Rather appropriately so, fiction became the key site for the 
expression of fictions regarding Jewish otherness in the long nineteenth century. 
Literature provided a medium wherein categories of Jewish difference could be 
resurrected in the modern era of assimilation and acculturation. Literature also offered a 
venue for Jewish writers to respond to these constructions of Jewish otherness and 
forward their own notions of Jewish identity in this new age of the Jewish experience in 




writers continued to imagine Jewish identity and construe Jewish and Christian difference 
from the eighteenth through the twentieth centuries. 
In the present study, I argue that the Jewish table in particular functioned as a 
critical site in German literature for the imagination of Jewish difference in the era of 
assimilation. The reason for the suitability of the table in the discourse of Jewish 
otherness is provided in the introduction of the dissertation, where I argue for the 
significance of the Jewish table as a key site in the German imagination of the Jews, a 
locus of fantasies regarding the nature of Jewish corporeal and linguistic difference, 
social community and religious practice. The table is a site of both bodily and linguistic 
comportment—of both the physiological act of food consumption and the cultural act of 
communicative exchange or ‘table talk’. Portrayals of the Jewish table in modern German 
literature thus provided an imaginative space for the depiction of fantasies of the Jewish 
body on the one hand and the Jewish relationship to the German language on the other. In 
the social realm, in contrast, the table may serve as metaphor or metonymy for the 
imagined community. The image of the table thus provided a motif in German literature 
for the imagination of the nature of Jewish social community and social attitudes towards 
non-Jews. Finally, the table constitutes an important site of religious practice in the 
Judeo-Christian tradition. The important conclusion to be derived from this point is that 
literary depictions of the Jewish table in modern German literature often contain covert 
allusions to alleged Jewish ritual practices of blood sacrifice and blood consumption.   
 The present study does not only investigate the Christian imagination of the 
Jewish table. In addition to asking how non-Jewish authors imagined their Jewish 




and responded to these fantasies in their own creative ways. The Jewish authors under 
consideration in the dissertation were all highly assimilated German and Austrian Jews. 
Particularly in the writings of these assimilated Jews such as Henriette Herz, Heinrich 
Heine and Theodor Herzl, the table plays a central role in the search for a working notion 
of Jewish identity in the era of acculturation and assimilation. The fictions of Heine and 
Herzl in particular feature assimilated, in some cases converted Jewish protagonists who 
nevertheless ‘feel’ Jewish in some incontrovertible fashion. It is at the Jewish table that 
both Don Isaak of Heine’s Der Rabbi von Bacherach and Friedrich Löwenberg of Herzl’s 
Altneuland retain and/or recover their sense of Jewish identity. The rituals, tastes and 
smells of the Jewish table become the most powerful means for drawing the renegade or 
secularized Jew back into the fold and assisting in the recovery of his Jewish identity. It 
was Heinrich Heine who most poignantly expressed the role of the Jewish table in the 
retention of Jewish identity in the modern age of assimilation and secularization: “wie ich 
klar einsehe, ist es nur der Schalet, der [die Juden] zusammenhält in ihrem alten Bunde. 
Börne versicherte mir sogar, daß die Abtrünnigen, welche zum neuen Bunde 
übergegangen, nur den Schalet zu riechen brauchen, um ein gewisses Heimweh nach der 
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